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PREFACE 


Man perpetually encounters obstacles threatening his 
survival and standing between him and his cherished objective. 
His indomitable sense of determination and spirit of endurance 
enable him to progress and arrive at the desired destination. 


This is one way of looking at life, or rather, the art of living. 
The saga of Vyasakabi Fakir Mohan Senapati (1843-1918) is a 
vindication of this point. Deprived of parental care and love from 
infancy, destined to live in a debilitating environment and 
burdened with constant ill-health, Senapati rose to become the 
literal and metaphorical 'Captain' of Odisha's literary and cultural 
kingdom. He was endowed with the attributes a genius 
possesses- inquisitiveness, hardwork, unwavering commitment 
to the job at hand, a sharp mind, sense of compassion and, above 
all, creative vision. 


Devoid of forma! higher education due to domestic 
compulsions, he had to move from one job to another. Inspite of 
sheer physical exhaustion which his job entailed, he strove to 
improve himself academically. The British administration had 
reposed faith in his ability as Dewan in a number of princely states. 
The way he saved some of them from imminent disaster is 
legendary. 


Had Vysakabi confined himself to his job and his family, he 
would not have been a 'captain'. Odisha at that time was not a 
composite geographical entity. Odia as a language was under 
constant threat from other linguistic chauvinism. He took upon 
himself the task of writing school text books in Odia, setting up of 
Odia schools and a printing press in Balasore. The dedicated 
service of Gourishankar, Madhusudan, Gangadhar, Radhanath and 
a host of other illustrious persons in defence of Odia and for a 
separate state of Odisha is in itself of epic maguitude. Senapati's 


contribution in this respect remains immortal. 
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It is not surprising, therefore, that his antobiography, the first 
of its kind in Odia, remains unsurpassed. His self-confessional, self- 
critical and humble self is seen grappling with myriad issues 
relating to society, his job and his mother tongue. His fiction and 
poetry, based upon social realism, carry a moral fervour intended 
for reforming society and man. The primordial nature of man is 
fictionalized in the cosmic background. This nature operates is an 
inexorable way and upsets the moral equilibrium till the retributive 
force asserts itself to redeem it. 


Vyasakabi is optimistic in this regard. Another aspect in his 
fiction is his satire of the imperfections in man and society 
undergoing change and making a departure from age-old values 
and tradition. His sense of humour, sometimes self-directed, keeps 
his fiction and poetry fresh and irresistibly readable. His wealth 
of experience, his perfect reading of the impulse of his time and 
his insight into the nature of man make his literary works 
imperishable. Little wonder that his first story and novel along 
with his autobiography continue to engage critical attention even 
today. Whatever he has written, carry the stamp of timelessness. 


lam happy that Jitendra Narayan Patnaik, has authored this 
book on Fakir Mohan. | am sure that it will command wider 
readership as it makes a fresh assessment of Fakir Mohan, the 
man and the writer. 


Bijaya Kumar Nayak 
Secretary 
Odisha Sahitya Akademi 
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Chapter -1 
Life and Times 


A versatile genius who wrote novels, short stories, poems, 
essays and school textbooks, who translated a number of 
Sanskrit classics into Odia and fought tirelessly for the 
preservation and growth of Odia language and literature, Fakir 
Mohan Senapati (1843-1918) is an integral part of the cultural 
history of modern Odisha. His relentless struggle to assert a 
distinct Odia identity in the face of the growing menace of 
extinction endangered by the Bengali and colonial politics of 
culture in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has won 
for him the status of a legendary hero of the Odia race. 


Fakir Mohan Senapati was born on 13 January 1843 in 
Mallikaspur of Baleswar town. Forty years before he was born, 
Odisha was colonized by the British. About two decades before 
his birth, the Christian missionaries had already begun their 
proselytizing activities in Odisha. Thomas Macaulay's famous 
'Minutes on Education,’ seeking to form "a class of persons, 
Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinion, in 
morals and in intellect," was endorsed by the British in 1835. 
The English Charity School, established in Cuttack in 1823, 
was taken over by the East India Company in 1841. The Brahmo 
Samaj was established thirteen years before Fakir Mohan was 
born, and by the time of his birth, many eminent Bengalis such 
as Michel Madhusudan and Debendra Nath Tagore had joined 
this reformist Hindu organization. These were a few significant 
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events that preceded Fakir Mohan's birth and he grew up in an 
environment shaped by these socio-political realities. 

The Odishan Empire, which once upon atime constituted 
the vast land from the Ganga in the north to the Kaveri in the 
south, was already disintegrated when the British occupied the 
state in 1803, with its geographical territory confined to the three 
districts of Cuttack, Puri and Baleswar. The Odia-speaking 
tracts were scattered over the Bengal Presidency, Madras 
Presidency and the Central Presidency. The Odia race was 
reeling under the oppressive rule of the Moghuls and the 
Marathas by the time the British took over Odisha from the 
Marathas in 1803. As L.S.S.O'Malley observed at that time in 
the Benga! Gazetteers, "in justice to the Orias it should be 
remembered that for ages they have been a conquered nation, 
and that within the last few centuries they suffered first in the 
hands of the Moghuls and then of Maratha conquerors. From 
the end of the 17" century they were continually harried and 
oppressed, and miserable as their lot had been under the 
Moghuls, it was worse under the Marathas." But contrary to the 
expectations of the Odias, things turned even worse after the 
British occupation of Odisha. Many bureaucrats and ordinary 
citizens of Bengal turned rich overnight as they bought huge 
estates in Odisha in throw-away prices, taking advantage of 
the Sunset Law. Frequent changes in tenancy and land revenue 
laws led to socio-economic misery of the people which had 
caused the famous Paik rebellion against the British in 1817- 
1818. The worst consequence of the oppressive rule of the 
British was the great famine of 1866, known as Na ‘anka 
Durvikhya, so named because it happened in the ninth regnal 
year of the Gajapati king of Puri. Thousands of people died of 
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starvation. Fakir Mohan has given a vivid account of this famine 
in his Atma Jivan Charita (autobiography): "As many as three 
million people died in the space of one year. Nearly six million 
people became homeless.. .. Husbands and wives, fathers and 
sons all were separated. They would go from house to house 
begging for alms. But who had a handtul of rice to spare?" 
(English Trans: Jatindra K. Nayak & Prodeepta Das, Story of 
My Life. Bhubaneswar: Sateertha Publications, 1997, pp.25- 
26). The famine led to the migration of hundreds of poverty- 
stricken Odias to cities like Calcutta and Rangoon. Many Hindus 
converted themselves into Christianity because, as Fakir Mohan 
observes in his autobiography, they were not accepted by the 
Hindu society since they had been eating in the mercy camps 
organised by the British. Fakir Mohan was twenty-three at the 
lime of this great famine. 


The establishment of Calcutta University in 1857 opened 
up opportunities for the Bengalis to obtain the benefits of English 
education. These educated Bengalis were appointed as top- 
level government officials in Odisha and neighbouring provinces. 
They dominated all aspects of Odisha's life as doctors, 
professors, engineers, lawyers, bureaucrats and traders. The 
Odia race had to face the agonizing problem of an identity crisis. 
The conspiracy of the Bengalis to subvert the development of 
Odia language by introducing Bengali as official language in 
Odisha can best be revealed by the report of a lecture by the 
famous Bengali scholar Rajendralal Mitra published in Utkal 
Deepika of 13 March 1869: "Whoever is a well-wisher of Utkal 
will try to substitute the language of Utkal with Bengali language, 
because as long as the language of Utkal in not abolished, the 
development of the state is impossible." There were strong 
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protests from people of all walks of life in Odisha against the 
views expressed in the book Udiya Ekti Swatantra Bhasa Noi 
(Odia is not a separate language) written by Kanti chandra 
Bhatlacharya a teacher of Puri Zila School. The two vociferous 
defenders of Odia language at that time of identity crisis were 
Gouri Shankar Ray, Editor of Utkal Deepika, and ! :.kir Mohan 


Senapati of Baleswar. Fakir Mohan's organized defence of the 
distinct status of Odia language antagonized him to the Bengalis. 
As he recalls in his autobiography, "As a result of my public 
lectures, writing in the periodicals and my open criticism of these 
developments | became an arch enemy of the Bengali 
establishment. | aroused in them so much hatred that they 
would not mention me by name: instead they would refer to me 
as bastard ringleader" (Story of my life, p.38). In response to 
the tireless efforts of Fakir Mohan, and on the basis of the 
recommendations of the Commissioner T.E.Ravcnshaw and 
John Beams, Collector of Baleswar, the British government had 
to rescind its decision to withdraw Odia language from the 
schools. This was indeed a momentous event in the socio- 
cultural history of Odisha. With the introduction of Odia medium 
in the schools, there arose an urgent need for Odia textbooks. 
Earlier, the missionaries had got a few Bengali textbooks 
translated into Odia. Fakir Mohan himself wrote a few school 
textbooks in Odia including a book on arithmetic, another on 
Odia grammar 3 two volumes on Indian history which were 
published by the Baleswar Utka!l Press in 1869-1870. 

Though Fakir Mohan's ancestors belonged to the Cultack 
district, his forefathers had shifted to Baleswar where Fakir 
Mohan was bom and brought up. He lost his father Laxman 
Charan and mother Tulsi Dei in his early childhood. He was 
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brought up by his paternal grandmother, Kuchila Dei, whom he 
called Thakurma. Fakir Mohan, whose name was originally 
Braja Mohan, was an ailing child, and his grandmother took an 
oath that if he got cured of his iliness on the blessings of a 
Muslim pir for whose offerings the child would go begging as a 
fakir (a Muslim mendicant), she would name him as Fakir 
Mohan. He joined the village primary school, which was called 
chatsali, at the age of nine and then moved on to a free Parsi 
school at Baleswar which had three Muslim teachers and an 
Odia pundit who taught how to write letters to the relatives and 
petitions for submission to the courts. As Fakir Mohan 
remembers those days in his autobiography, "No printed books 
other than the Bible were available in Odia those days. The 
Mission Press at Cuttack were the only printers in Odisha. The 
missionaries ran a school at Baleswar, but only the Bible was 
taught there. No Hindu student went there for fear of ‘losing 
caste' by reading printed books" (Story of My Life, p.10). 


Fakir Mohan grew up in the face of dire poverty, and 
circumstances forced him to give up his studies to work as an 
apprentice in the sail-stitching business of his uncle. Those 
days, Baleswar was an important centre of shipping, trade and 
maritime activities. As Fakir Mohan recounts, "About five to six 
hundred ships were at sea, seventy-five percent of these 
carrying salt, and the rest carrying cargo, to places such as 
Rangoon, Madras, Colombo and islands in the sea" (Story of 
My Life, p. 11). Fakir Mohan was engaged to supervise the work 
of hundreds of tailors who were employed to stitch the sails, 
and in his spare time, he himself had to stitch some of them. 
When the shipyard was closed down, Fakir Mohan's uncle got 
him engaged in a salt-manufacturing unit. During that time 
Baleswar thrived on the manufacture and marketing of salt. In 
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the office of the salt unit where Fakir Mohan worked, Bengali, 
Parsi and Odia languages were used. But this unit too was 
wound up soon. 

In 1862, Fakir Mohan joined a school in a neighbouring 
village named Barabati where he topped the class at the end of 
the year and was promoted to the next higher class. But he 
had to leave the school after about five months because he 
could not afford to pay the paltry amount of four annas as school 
fees. Thus that was the end of his schooling. He mentions in 
his autobiography about the Odia pundit of the school who was 
"in the habit of explaining extremely simple statements in Odia 
in terms of very difficult Sanskrit equivalents" (Story of My Life, 
p. 14). Soon atter leaving the school, he was appointed as a 
teacher in that same school in 1863 on a monthly salary of two 
and a half rupees which was raised to four rupees after two 
months. That year, Radhanath Ray who later turned out to be a 
pioneering modern poet of Odisha, passed the entrance 
examination which he took at Calcutta. Since he was the first 
boy from Baleswar to have passed the entrance examination, 
"the day the news reached the Baleswar culcherry it created a 
sensation. For the clerks it became a topic of conversation" 
(Story of My Life. p. 16) 

In 1864. Rev. A. Miller, secretary of the Baleswar Mission 
School, appointed Fakir Mohan as headmaster on a monthly 
salary of ten rupees. Miller had to appoint Hindu teachers 
because Christian teachers were not available, though he 
believed that Hindus, the idol-worshippers, were incarnations 
of devil, liars and wicked. In meetings in public places, he would 
speak of Lord Jagannath as a mere piece of wood and declare 
that by worshipping him, one would go to hell. Whoever 
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protested was lashed out with a whip. During the eight years of 
his tenure as headmaster of Baleswar Mission School, Fakir 
Mohan had many encounters with British missionaries and 
bureaucrats, but his most memorable association was with 
John Beams about whom he writes in his autobiography, "All 
my worldly prosperity | owe only to John Beams. ! shall 
remember his holy name to my dying day. He used to tell 
everyone that | was a patriot and | would contribute a lot to the 
country" (Story of My Life, p.23). John Beams, too, in his 
administrative report observed, "The Mission School was 
conducted by one of the best specimens of an Ooriah | have 
ever seen, Baboo Fakeer Mohan Senapaty." Beams was a 
learned man who knew eleven languages and was liked by both 
the Englishmen and the natives. At that time he was engaged 
in writing a book entitled Comparative Grammar oj Indian 
Languages and Fakir Mohan, who was proficient in Sanskrit, 
Bengali and Odia, assisted him in the compilation of this book. 
During his tenure as headmaster of Baleswar Mission School, 
Fakir Mohan worked for the spread of women's education and 
for the preservation and development of Odia language and 
literature. 


Fakir Mohan married Leelavati Devi in 1856 when he was 
only thirteen. She died when he was twenty-nine. About Leelavati, 
Fakir Mohan says,"She was cruel, conceited and was always 
opposed to me...The bitterness of my domestic life gave me 
more pain than my childhood illness" (Story of My Life. p.41). 
In summer 1871. he again married Krushna Kumari Dei about 
whom he says, "It seemed as if God had sent me Krushna 
Kumari to relieve me of all my miseries and bring me happiness 
and prosperity. She was endowed with truthfulness, loyalty to 
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her husband, and all virtues. She felt it her uppermost duty to 
take loving care ot me and respect every wish of mine. She 
was only eleven at the time of our marriage. When she died in 
1894 leaving behind a son and a daughter, my life became 
empty" (Story of ‘My Life, p.41). During 1865-66, Fakir Mohan 
and five other friends including the poet Radhanath Ray founded 
an association for the development of Odia language and 
literature and in 1868, with Fakir Mohan's initiative, a printing 
press named P.M.Senapati & Co Utkal Press was set up at 
Baleswar. Earlier in 1837, the Mission Press at Cuttack had 
been set up and in 1866, the Cuttack Printing Company had 
been established. initially, Fakir Mohan bought an almost defunct 
machine from the missionaries of Midnapur and later replaced 
it with a Super Royal Albino printing machine brought from 
Calcutta. The press ran smoothly and the executive of the 
company decided to bring out a fortnightly. "It would be called 
Bodhadaini ebam Baleswa: Sambad Bahika,” Fakir Mohan 
writes in his autobiography, "the former part would be literary 
and the latter would carry news" (Story of My Life, p.34). Earlier 
in 1866, the Cuttack Printing Company brought out Utkal 
Deepika, a literary magazine. The magazine from Fakir Mohan's 
press could not continue for long because contributors were 
hard to find and Fakir Mohan could hardly afford enough time to 
look after his job, the press and the magazine. The 
establishment of a printing press was however an exciting event 
in and around Baleswar. As Fakir Mohan remembers in his 
autobiography, "People from atar kept coming for two or three 
months to see the printing press as if it was as exciting as the 
Car Festival. Zamindars came in palanquins from remote 
villages to see our press" (Story of my life p.33). The press 
also won appreciation from the Commissioner Ravenshaw 
sahib and the Collector Bignold sahib. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Fakir Mohan Senapati : Paragon of Odia Identity 15 


In 1871, Fakir Mohan joined as dewan of the princely state 
of Nilgiri on the recommendation of John Beams, the collector 
of Baleswar and thus embarked on a long career of about 
twenty-five years as an administrator in different places. On 
Fakir Mohan's performance in the post of dewan, John Beams 
commented, "| am glad to see he is carrying out improvements 
introducing those principles of honesty and justice which he 
has imbibed from the teachings of Mr. Smith" (General 
Administrative Report, Odisha Division, 1872). During his 
service in Nilgiri, Fakir Mohan introduced a number of welfare 
measures such as construction of a road, setting up of a market 
and a Sanskrit school. But in 1875, following a mass rising 
against the king and because of the king's displeasure for 
disagreeing with him on the question of succession to the 
throne, Fakir Mohan resigned. After a brief spell as auditor in 
the collectorate at Cuttack, he joined as dewan of Dompara 
state in 1876. The state was plagued by a mass rebellion against 
the king on thé issue of tax on the lands and the king had almost 
left the state and lived in Cuttack and Calcutta. Fakir Mohan 
was able to bring about a compromise between the king and 
the people. After an eventful tenure of about one year, he was 
appointed as assistant manager of the Dhenkanal state in 1876. 
The king of Dompara was reluctant to relieve him, but the 
commissioner did not relent. On the eve of his leaving Dompara, 
the king presented five thousand rupees to enable him to 
construct a house in Cuttack. The king also presented him with 
a special inkpot about which he wrote many years later, "The 
special inkpot is still with me and will remain with me till the last 
day. | am using the very inkpot now. All my poems and novels 
have been written with the ink from this inkpot" (Story of My 
Life, p.62). 
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in 1877, Fakir Mohan joined as assistant manager of 
Dhenkanal state. As he confesses in his autobiography, "While 
in Dompara | was successtul in everything; in Dhenkanal just 
the reverse happened" (Story of My Life p.63). With transfer of 
Beams sanhib from Odisha, he was hounded by those who were 
jealous of his intimacy with him. The manager of the Dhenkanal 
state fabricated false charges against him and many 
anonymous letters were sent to the commissioner accusing 
him of bribery. Fakir Mohan resigned his job at Dhenkanal in 
1883. He was taken il! while at Dhenkanal and he recovered 
slowly by the time he joined as dewan of Daspalla state in 1884. 
By that time he had completed translating the seven cantos of 
the Ramayana and had started translating the Mahabharata 
which was completed in 1902. Fakir Mohan left Daspalla in 1886 
and worked in the Pallahada state for about a year before he 
joined as manager of the Keonjhar state where he had the 
terrible experience of being held captive by the rebel Bhuiyan 
tribes. Fakir Mohan left Keonjhar in 1892 and joined for the 
second time as dewan of Dompara in 1894. During this second 
spell of service at Dompara, his wife Krushna Kumari passed 
away. He was forced to give up his job at Dompara in 1896 
following grave charges of financial irregularity against him. 


The most creative and eventful phase of Fakir Mohan's 
life began after he settled down at Cuttack in 1896. He wrote 
most of his last poems during 1896-1905, published Aebati, 
the first short story in Odia language as well as an Odia 
translation of the Upanishads. He wrote two of his four novels - 
Cha Mana Atha Guntha and Lachama -during this period. In 
1898, Fakir Mohan attended the Madras convention of the Indian 
National Congress as well as the monotheist convention of the 
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Brahmo Samaj as a delegate from Baleswar where he had the 
opportunity to meet the great nationalist Bal Gangadhar Tilak. 
During his stay at Cuttack, he had developed an intimate 
relationship with two of his contemporary literary luminaries: 
Radhanath Ray and Madhusudan Rao, and actively participated 
in the establishment of Utkal Sahitya Samaj, a literary 
organization which continues to be very active today. Founded 
on 7 May 1903, Utkal Sahitya Samaj began its formal activities 
with such illustrious literary personalities as Bhaktakavi 
Madhusudan Rao, Biswanath Kar, Gopal Chandra Praharaj, 
Pundit Mrutyunjay Rath and Fakir Mohan as its office-bearers. 
In April 1913, in its ninth annual general body meeting, Fakir 
Mohan was unanimously elected as its permanent president. 
In 1905, Fakir Mohan returned to his native house at Mallikaspur 
of Baleswar and lived there for the rest of his life. Though he 
Spent a substantial part of his life in various places for earning 
his livelihood, he was always nostalgic about his native place. 
After he returned to Mallikaspur, he set up a beautiful garden 
and called it Shantikanan. Fakir Mohan spent the last years of 
his life in utter loneliness with no close relative to look after him 
while he suffered from acute physical pain and ailments of 
various sorts. During this last phase of his life, he wrote most 
of his short stories, the last two of his four novels, Mamu and 
Prayaschita, and a long poem entitled Boudhavatara. He 
completed writing his autobiography, Atma Jivan Charita, in 
1918 and it was published posthumously in 1927. This is not 
only the first Odia autobiography, but also a faithful document 
of the social and cultural ethos of his time. In 1916, Fakir Mohan 
was honoured with the titte Saraswati by Suratarangini 
Saraswat Samiti of Bamanda. During the last days of his life, 
Nandakishore Bal, the renowned poet, who was posted as 
headmaster of Baleswar Zila School, stayed in his house for a 
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few days and such eminent Odias as Utkal Gourav Madhusudan 
Das. Pundit Nilakantha Das and Pundit Godavarish Mishra met 
him at his residence. 

In 1917, Fakir Mohan was chosen to preside over the 
thirteenth annua! conference of Utkal Sammilani which was held 
in March 1918, almost about two and a half months before his 
death. The Utkal Sammilani was set up under the leadership of 
Utkal Gourav Madhusudan in December 1903 to fight for the 
unification of all Odia speaking tracts into a separate province 
of Odisha and Fakir Mohan was closely associated with all its 
activities. In that same year he presided over the annual 
conference of Utkal Sahitya Samaj at Cuttack, and spent three 
days in the company of teachers and students in the Salyavadi 
Vana Vidyalaya founded by Utkalmani Gopabandhu Das. 
Earlier, towards the end of 1915. as Fakir Mohan recalls, 
"Gopabandhu Das, who was a member of the Bihar-Odisha 
Council, spent two days with me on his way home from Calcutta. 
When he was about to take leave, | noticed that he stood still, 
looking at me, tears rolling down his cheeks. He collected himself 
moments later and said. ‘After two days here, | can see that 
you are very weak, helpless and lonely" (Story of my Life p. 
122). Fakir Mohan breathed his last on 14 June 1918 at the age 
of seventy-five after a prolonged iliness. No kith and kin or any 
of the relatives were present at the time of death, and it is said 
that the pall bearers performed the last rites. Years later, in 
1983, the place of his cremation was identified, and a memorial 
was erected under the auspices of Fakir Mohan Sahitya 
Parishad. Tributes and messages of condolence were 
published soon after his death in such well-known contemporary 
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magazines as Utkal Sahitya, Mukura and Satyabadi. A special 
number of Utkal Sahitya was also released as a mark of respect 
to the versatile genius. 


Fakir Mohan's life was inextricably bound with all the major 
changes and events in the social, political and cultural life of 
Odisha during the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
when the Odia race was grappling with the question of its distinct 
identity in terms of its language, culture and geographical space. 
Fakir Mohan's untiring efforts to secure a distinctive status for 
Odia language, literature and culture, his vehement protest 
against the introduction of Bengali medium in schools, his active 
involvement with Utkal Sammilani that fought for the integration 
of all Odia-speaking tracts into a single geographical entity, his 
zeal for social reforms and his passion to promote a sense of 
Odia nationalism had contributed significantly to the shaping of 
modern Odisha and in fashioning a distinct socio-political and 
cultural ethos that nurtured a rich crop of writers, social 
reformers and nationalists in the post-Fakir Mohan era. 


ଏ 
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Chapter -II 
Pioneer of Odia Short Story 


The fact that Fakir Mohan Senapati is the father of Odia 
short story is beyond any dispute. He mentions in his 
autobiography that he wrote the first short story in Odia language 
entitled '"Lachamania" and published it in Bodhadaini, a 
magazine that came out from Baleswar between 1868 and 1871. 
This short story is not traceable and therefore its exact date 
and year of publication cannot be determined. Rabindranath 
Tagore's short story "Kanthamala" published in 1877 is generally 
considered to be the first short story in Bengali and in Indian 
languages. If Fakir Mohan's statement is true, "Lachamania" 
which was most probably published in 1868 should have had 
the honour of being the first short story in India. But unfortunately 
the story is lost and so his short story "Rebati" published in 
Utkal Sahitya in 1898 is taken as the first short story in Odia 
language. Of course, a few prose compositions written in the 
fictional mode were published before 1898 and they include 
Bhaktakavi Madhusudan Rao's "Chandratara" and "Pranayara 
Adbhuta Parinama," both published in 1874, his "Hemamala" 
published in 1897 and Radhanath Ray's "Italiya Yuba" published 
in 1873. But these prose works were descriptive narrations 
without any well-knit plot structure and further, they were too 
long to he treated as short stories. Thus Fakir Mohan's "Rebati" 
is generally accepted as the first Odia short story. During the 
next twenty years, from 1898 to 1916, Fakir Mohan published 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Fakir Mohan Senapati : Paragon of Odia identity 21 


twenty short stories in contemporary magazines, which were 
later collected in two volumes entitled Galpaswalpa with ten 
stories in each volume. Of the twenty stories, thirteen were 
published in the Utkal Sahitya while seven were published in 
Mukura. Some critics believe that he wrote three other short 
stories under the pseudonyms of Sri and Dhurjati. About thirty 
years elapsed between "Lachamania" and "Rebati" and about 
nine years elapsed before the next story was published in 1907. 
Almost all other stories were written between 1912 and 1916. 
The twenty short stories can be broadly classified into three 
categories: (a) stories dealing with the tension between tradition 
and modernity (b) stories dealing with corrupt practices in the 
name of religion and spirituality and (c) stories related to trade, 
commerce, maritime activities, export of salt, and highway 
robbery and piracy on the sea. These major themes are 
informed by a pervasive sense of concern for social and mora! 
values as well as a highly realistic perspective of life and society 
of rural Odisha in the last decade of the nineteenth century and 
early decades of the twentieth century. Most of the stories are 
characterized by such stylistic features as satire, sarcasm, 
humour and burlesque. 


"Rebati," the first available Odia short story, was published 
in Utkal Sahitya in October 1898. The plot of the story centres 
round the problem of women's education in the late nineteenth 
century Odisha. Shyambandhu, father of a young girl named 
Rebati, decides to educate his daughter, much against the stiff 
resistance of Rebati's grandmother who considers that a woman 
is destined to work in the kitchen and that educating the girl- 
child is nothing short of profanity. Shyambandhu engages Basu, 
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an orphan and the local school teacher, as Rebati's tutor. Their 
relationship develops into mutual love and passion and 
Shyambandhu's family decides to get Rebati married to Basu. 
As ill luck would have it, Rebati's parents die of cholera and 
Basu remains the only source of consolation and support for 
Rebati and her grandmother. One day Basu goes to a nearby 
village on being summoned by the school inspector and on his 
way back dies of cholera. Rebati is shocked, gets bedridden 
and dies. Her grandmother too dies of shock as soon as she 
finds Rebati dead. Interestingly, this is the only love story that 
Fakir Mohan wrote. Woven into a touching story of love is a 
commentary on the social condition of rural Odisha afflicted by 
superstitions, ignorance and poverty as well as epidemic 
diseases. 


One of the most popular short stories in Odisha even 
today, "Patent Medicine," published in 1913, speaks of the evil 
effects of an anglicized culture on the new class of educated 
persons in the early decades otf the twentieth-century Odisha. 
The story centres round a couple— Chandramani and 
Sulochana— who live in Cuttack town. Chandramani gets into 
the habit of visiting dancing girls and taking alcoholic drinks. 
Sulochana is as much dedicated and reverent towards her 
husband as sternly vigilant of his conduct and manners. In trying 
to reform him, Sulochana strictly warns him not to go out of the 
house. Alter about four months of forced living within the four 
walls of the house, Chandramani gets impatient and devises a 
way to go out. He tells Sulochana that the astrologer has advised 
him to lie prostrate in a closed room and pray for three days. 
The astrologer, he says, has also warned him that no woman 
should enter and not even her shadow should fall in the room 
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where he would lie down, fully covered with a blanket. Sulochana 
agrees and Chandramani goes into the room, persuades his 
servant Makara to lie down and cover himself with the blanket 
until he comes back home in the late evening. Sulochana fasts 
and prays the whole day for her husband's well-being. Towards 
the end of the day she is worried about Chandramani who, she 
thinks, must be feeling hungry and thirsty. She quietly enters 
the room and touches the face from under the blanket. She 
gets suspicious when she does not feel the moustache on the 
face. She lifts the blanket and finds Makara. She asks Makara 
to hide himself and she herself lies down fully covered with the 
blanket. In the meantime Chandramani visits Usman Tara, a 
dancing girl, drinks with her and after spending the day with her 
comes back. He enters the room in a tipsy state and babbles 
all about Usman Tara and the drinks and the food he had relished. 
Sulochana is furious and, unable to control her anger, beats up 
her husband ruthlessly with a broomstick. Soon after this, 
Sulochana feels awfully guilty for having beaten up her husband. 
In the morning, as Chandramani gets up with inflammations 
and bruises all over his body, Sulochana nurses him the whole 
day. From that day, Chandramani gets rid of all bad habits and 
turns into a faithful and loving husband. The couple lives happily 
together. The act of inflicting corporeal punishment with the 
broom has served as a patent medicine which has cured 
Chandramani of the wayward habits. Implied in this comic 
narrative is an indictment of the evil effects of western culture 
on the half-educated and rich persons who take to the new- 
fangled ways that threaten the collapse of moral and social 
values inherent in Indian culture. The narrative style of the story 
evokes laughter and amusement and at the same time, it 
historicizes the social ethos of the early twentieth-century 
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Odisha which was undergoing the process of transition from 
the rural and the orthodox to a westernized and urban social 
order. Some critics think that the story is a creative adaptation 
of a Bengali one-act play, Nidhidhyasana by Satyendranath, 
which in turn was an adaptation of a Japanese play entitled 
Za Zen whose English translation was entitled Abstraction. 
However there is no doubt that Fakir Mohan's story faithfully 
reflects the typical Odia milieu of his time, and continues to 
entertain its readers with its hilarious humour and gentle satire. 


The short story "Garudi Mantra" castigates the 
conservative practice of not allowing a newly married bride to 
meet her husband during daytime. Madanmonhan is the son of 
a zamindar and is educated in the newly established college in 
Cuttack. He marries a highly accomplished girl named Mohini. 
He longs for enjoyment and freedom with the newly-wed wife 
while Mohini, brought up in a conservative Odia family, has 
hardly any scope to meet her husband except at bedtime. 
Madanmohan devises a cunning way to satisfy his desire. He 
makes a paper snake, attaches a nail to it and places it in such 
a way that Mohini, while going to the backyard of the house, 
trips on the nail and gets hurt. Soon rumour spreads that Mohini 
is bitten by a snake. Madanmohan announces that he knows 
the magic art of removing snake poison from the body. He then 
prescribes that for five days, in the morning and afternoon, he 
has to be closeted with Mohini for conducting certain secret 
rituals. Everyone, out of anxiety to save her life, agrees to this 
condition. Thus the young husband and his wife get an 
opportunity to be together during daytime. Madanmohan's father 
realizes that it is not proper to prevent the young couple from 
meeting each other at will. Now Mohini and Madanmohan get 
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the freedom they have been craving for. They read books 
together and stroll! around the flower garden in the evenings. 
This story, published in 1916. not only evokes laughter, but also 
documents many interesting aspects of rural life in Odisha in 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 


The story. "Sabhya Zamidar" (The civilized zamindar), 
published in 1914, narrates the pathetic consequences of the 
blind imitation of so-called modern ways of life and living. 
Balaram Bal, a rich tobacco trader who lives in Calcutta, adopts 
Gopal, an orphan from his village. In course of time Gopal takes 
over Balaram's business and turns into a rich and aristocratic 
person who commands great respect in his village. His son 
Rajiv Lochan gets the benetit of English education and grows 
up in the urban milieu of Calcutta. Rajiv is fired by the zeal to 
emulate modern progressive ideas and reformist attitudes of 
the educated urban youth. He organizes two associations 
dedicated to the cause of eradication of superstitions and 
emancipation of women. When his father Gopal Mahapatra dies 
of pneumonia, he hesitates to observe the traditional rituals, 
dismissing them as superstitions. Balaram, worried about 
Rajiv's new-fangled ideas, sends him to the village to look after 
his father's estate. Even in the village, Rajiv continues to exhibit 
his irreverence towards traditional social customs and rituals. 
Incensed by such an attitude, Rajiv's mother shifts to the family 
temple and spends her time in prayer and religious rituals. In 
his over-enthusiasm to reform society, Rajiv neglects the estate 
whose income is gradually drained off. Rajiv marries Nayantara, 
a pampered child of Makra Mallick, a man with dubious family 
background, who worked as a cook to the manager of a tea 
garden in Assam. In course of time, the couple ruins the property 
and reputation of the family, is forced to flee the village and 
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Rajiv is impelled to follow his father-in-law's profession in 
Assam. This story recounts the tendency of the Odias to 
migrate to places like Calcutta and Assam in search of livelihood 
and business prospects in the early part of the twentieth century. 
The story is also an indictment of those anglicised youth who, 
in their zest for modern ideas and manners, forget the inherent 
goodness and innocence of traditional rural life and fall a prey 
to the evils of superficial western modes of thinking and living. 


One of the most widely read stories of Fakir Mohan, 
"Randipua Ananta" (Ananta, the widow's son) which was 
published in 1913, is a moving tale of selfless sacrifice of life by 
a young man named Ananta who is treated with awe and 
contempt by the villagers because of his errant and wayward 
manners. The first part of the story speaks of Ananta's father 
Subal Singh whose business of selling buffalo milk collapses 
because of an epidemic that kills his livestock. He then earns 
his livelihood by looking after the buffalos of the village landlord. 
Subal is strong and stout, adventurous and a dare devil. On 
one occasion, a British police officer, during a hunting expedition, 
discovers the amazing courage of Subal Singh and appoints 
him as a police constable. On another occasion, Subal Singh 
accomplishes the dangerous task of subduing a tiger and gets 
rewarded and a salary hike by the magistrate who had fired at 
the tiger. Subal Singh dies of pneumonia leaving behind his 
wife and the four-year old son Ananta. Subal's wife however 
faces life boldly with an aggressively assertive stance. Ananta 
grows up as a pampered child. He is sent to a primary school 
but gives up studies after physically torturing the teacher. 
Ananta's naughty and wayward ways create a lot of resentment, 
awe and contempt among the villagers. But Ananta is also 
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sometimes very helpful and the villagers look upon him at the 
time of difficulty and distress. He can single-handedly thatch 
the roof of a house and can accomplish similar jobs without 
any expectation of wage if he is approached with soft and 
affectionate words. Once when the village is threatened of total 
inundation by the flood waters of river Bhargabi, the villagers 
get panicky and make desperate efforts to resist the flood waters 
from rushing into the village. As all their attempts fail, Ananta 
with his indomitable strength and dare-devilry succeeds in saving 
the village from being washed away while he himself dies in 
the process. The villagers who were annoyed by his 
waywardness now express great admiration for him. His 
distressed mother arrives on the scene, runs around wildly in 
search of her son, accidentally falls into the river and gets 
drowned. The story is both comic and pathetic in its tone. The 
characterization of Subal and his wife evokes humour and 
laughter, while the tragic end of Ananta's life, beneath whose 
apparent devilry lies a deep sense of humanism and self- 
sacrifice, evokes a sense of pathos. The story recounts the 
sogjo-economic conditions of an Odishan village during the 
British rule in the early part of the twentieth century, while it also 
reflects Fakir Mohan's ability to portray characters with 
consummate skill. 


Birei, in the story "Birei Bishal,” loses both his parents 
when he is only five years old. He is brought up by his maternal 
uncle, whose interest in adopting the child lies in appropriating 
the property left behind by his parents. The uncle and the aunt 
have a son named Chandi who is so much pampered that he 
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turns out to be a totally spoilt child and eventually ends up in 
prison. In contrast, Birei is obedient and sincere in performing 
the tasks assigned to him, though the uncle and the aunt treat 
him like a servant in their household. When Birei grows up into 
youth, he realizes that he himself owns landed property inherited 
from his father. He goes back to his native village to take care 
of the property despite the desperate attempts of the uncle and 
the aunt to dissuade him from doing so. After a few years when 
Birei gets settled in his own village, he decides to marry a girl 
named Kamali whom he secretly loved in his adolescence. 
Kamali's father agrees on the condition that Birei should pay 
him seven hundred rupees as bride price. Birei sells almost all 
his property and marries Kamali. On the day Kamali enters 
Birei's house, she is found to have a bulging belly which leads 
to a suspicion that Kamali must be pregnant for not less than 
seven months. This rumour threatens to shatter Birei's dreams, 
but to his great amazement Kamali hands him over a bag of 
money which she had tied up around her belly. Kamali tells him 
that she has stolen the money he had given to her father and 
asks him to retrieve the property he had sold. Kamali's father 
turns crazy and curses his daughter. When the villagers come 
to know that he has extracted money from Birei as well as from 
the husbands of his other two daughters, they beat him up and 
he runs away for life. In the meantime, Birei's uncle and aunt 
suffer from acute poverty and illness after their son Chandi 
squanders away all their earnings. Birei brings them to his 
house, nurses them and Kamali serves the aunt as her own 
mother- in-law. This story, published in 1913, has a clear 
underpinning of didactic purpose, but its narrative style is both 
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poignant and delightful. It is also a perceptive study of human 
vices such as greed and villainy which were a part of the social 
life in rural Odisha at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Published in 1913, "Suna Bahu" (Good daughter-in-law) 
is a comic story about a daughter-in-law who is so obstinate 
that she refuses to do any domestic chore in her in-law's house. 
Bimala Dei, the mother-in-law, is forced to do all the work at 
home and serve food to her son Sibasundar and his wife. The 
daughter-in-law thinks that she is the mistress of the house 
and it is below her dignity to serve anybody. Champa, 
Sibasundar's sister, cannot tolerate her arrogant manners and 
they often hurl abuses at each other. Sibasundar, who remains 
busy most of the time with his official work, comes to know 
about his wife's unseemly behaviour rather late. To teach her a 
lesson, Sibasundar and Champa pian out a cunning strategy. 
They declare that Sibasundar has decided to bring into the 
house another wife who would do all the domestic chores and 
nurse his ailing mother. Sibasundar and Champa pretend that 
they are busy looking after all the arrangements for the second 
marriage. The obstinate daughter-in-law is shocked and realizes 
that it was quite unfair on her part to behave the way she did. 
She falls prostrate at the feet of her husband and mother-in- 
law in repentance, seeks pardon from Champa and reforms 
herself into an ideal daughter-in-law. The story is a delightfully 
contrived comedy and combines subtle humour and satire with 
a realistic view of family relationships in the early years of the 
twentieth century. 

"Dakamunshi" (The Postmaster), published in 1912, is a 
sensitive portrayal of father-son relationship in the colonial 
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context of a false sense of pride and self-esteem among the 
English-educated youth of the early twentieth century. It is the 
story of Hari Singh. a postal peon, who retires from service 
after having served for many years in a number of village post 
offices. On his entreaties to the higher authorities, he manages 
to get his son Gopal appointed as sub-postmaster. Gopal is 
educated and is proud of his knowledge of English language. 
Hari Singh hopes that he would spend a happy time of blissful 
retirement since his son is well-placed and well-paid. But in 
course of time, Gopal begins to maltreat his old father, hates 
him for his lack of education and considers it to be below his 
dignity to identify him publicly as his father. Hari Singh is treated 
as a servant by his son on whom the old man had spent all his 
earnings to educate him and to see him as an officer. When 
Hari Singh falls ill. Gopal considers him to be a nuisance. He 
asks his peon to throw his father out of his house. Hari Singh 
returns to his village and lives happily with his income from 
pension and farming. Gopal is also happy having got rid of his 
uneducated and ailing father. The colonial mindset of anglicized 
Indians in the early twentieth century is poignantly articulated 
through the story of a son who, under the pernicious influence 
of western education, betrays the trust of his father and shatters 
his dreams. 


The story, ""Bagala-Baguli" (The blessed couple), 
published in 1915, is a deeply moving narrative centring round 
a young man and his wife who belong to a low caste in the 
social hierarchy. Bidia Patra, a village chowkidar, is a good and 
lovable person and his son Swapna, who has lost his mother 
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from childhood, grows up into a strong and handsome young 
man imbued with a sense of moral and religious values. Bidia 
gets his son married to Chemi, and considering Bidia's sincere 
and honest services, the marriage expenses are borne by the 
well-to-do villagers. After Bidia's death, Swapna works as 
chowkidar of the village and after sometime gives up this job to 
engage himself in cultivating the small piece of land inherited 
from his father. Swapna and Chemi are poor but happy and 
contented. They are, as it were, made for each other and the 
whole village treats them with great affection and admiration. 
Both of them are deeply religious. Swapna often recites religious 
texts while Chemi conducts herself as an obedient wife who 
considers her husband as almost a god. Once when Swapna 
suffers from high fever, Chemi prays for his recovery and seeks 
the help of the village kaviraj. One day when Chemi returns 
from the kaviraj with medicines which she buys at the cost of 
everything she possesses, she finds Swapna completely 
motionless. She is so deeply shocked that she too turns 
motionless. Next day when the villagers discover the two bodies, 
they exclaim about the great love and devotion towards each 
other displayed by a couple of such low caste. Though the story 
does not have much thematic strength, it is a touching narrative 
that reflects the joys and woes of an untouchable community 
as well as the compassion with which the upper-caste 
community treats it despite sharp schism between two 
communities in the superstition-ridden Odishan villages of early 
twentieth century. 


The title of the story "Pathoi Bahu" (Educated daughter- 
in-law) is an ironical comment on the problems that uneducated 
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women cause in a family. Gopal, an educated young man who 
works as a muktar, marries Saraswati who is proud of her 
aristocratic upbringing. She thinks that she need not learn to 
read and write because she is far more intelligent and efficient 
in housekeeping than any educated woman. Gopal is a religious 
person who spends most of his spare time in the evening 
outside home listening to spiritual discourses. Saraswati 
gradually gets suspicious of her husband and engages her 
servant to watch Gopal's activities in the evenings. The cunning 
servant reports about Gopal in such a way that Saraswati 
interprets his words as suggesting his illicit relationship with 
another woman. The illiterate and foolish wife feels utterly 
dejected and tries to burn herself when she is rescued by the 
servant. This incident creates a furore in the neighbourhood 
and it finally turns out that the poor wife, out of ignorance, mistook 
the servant's words as something which was not meant. This 
story, in addition to evoking laughter, also digs at the lack of 
education among women in the early twentieth century. 


The story, "Madha Mohantynka Kanyasuna" (Madha 
Mohanty's bargain for the bride price), published in 1915, is a 
comic portrayal of a miser, Madha Mohanty, who hopes to extort 
money from the bridegroom's party in exchange of his daughter 
Malati. Madha is so greedy that he would allow cooking only 
that much of food which is absolutely essential and would not 
mind living in darkness at night to save on oil. He even resents 
feeding his fifteen-year old daughter Malati who, he thinks, 
should get married and stop consuming his money. Though 
there are good proposals for Malati, Madha would not relent 
unless he is assured of a minimum of seven hundred rupees 
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from the bridegroom before the marriage is solemnized. In the 
meantime, Binodia, the young attendant of the mahant of the 
local math, is looking for a suitable bride and his master assures 
him that he would find a nice girl for him. The mahant and his 
friends plan a strategy to get Malati married to Binodia and 
engage Padi, the loca! barber-woman, to help them in the game 
of duping Madha into a lucrative bargain. An elaborate game- 
plan is worked out on the day of marriage and Malati marries 
Binodia while Madha is shocked by the events that not only 
prevent him from extorting money but also force him to agree 
to the marriage of Binodia and Malati. Madha dies of shock and 
Binodia, the poor servant, inherits Madha Mohanty's property 
and turns into Babu Binod Behari Mohanty, a rich zamindar. 
This simple parabolic tale is narrated in a style which is delightful, 
satiric and humorous, while at the same lime presents a realistic 
picture of contemporary social life in a rural setting which 
upholds virtue and human values and detests the vices of greed 
and selfishness. 


The story "Adharma Bitta" (ill-gotten wealth), published in 
1915, deals with a similar theme of greed and its culmination in 
poetic justice. Kubera Sahu is a moneylender who exploits the 
innocent and poor villagers and appropriates their land by filing 
law suites and getting judgments in his favour. His wife and 
son are however quite compassionate and help the hapless 
victims with money and food stuff. Kubera is on the look out for 
a suitable bride for his son and his basic consideration is the 
amount of dowry that the bride would bring into his house. 
Kubera finalizes his son's marriage with Padmavati, the only 
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child of Judhistira Sahu, with the hope that his son would inherit 
Judhistira's huge landed property. It takes twenty-five days for 
the bridegroom's party to reach Hariharpur by boat. After the 
marriage, the bride and the bridegroom along with Kubera sail 
back and on the way lose each other because of tempest and 
the sinking of boats in the river. Eventually, the bride and the 
bridegroom are united through strange circumstances; Kubera 
dies of drowning while his wife dies of illness. Kubera's son 
returns all the land of the villagers his father had confiscated 
and settles down with his wife in his father-in-law's village. The 
narrative structure of the story encompasses many interesting 
and lively details about the unscrupulous money-lenders and 
their unfortunate victims as well as the perils of boat journey 
from the eastern to the western parts of Odisha on the river 
Mahanadi. It also describes some of the typical Odia marriage 
rituals and the lifestyle of the wealthy sections of Odia rural 
society. 

The plot of the story, "Punarmusikobhaba" (Back to square 
one), centres round the colonial mindset of petty officials who 
are corrupt and who exercise power arbitrarily and wantonly 
for personal ends. Kinaram Singh. who rises from the position 
of an attendant to the status of a constable, arrests Rama on 
charges of illicit production of salt because Rama refuses to 
do dishwashing in his residence. The villagers are not only 
frightened because everyone in the village produces salt illicitly 
to meet his daily requirements, but also incensed at Kinaram's 
whimsical and egocentric action. The court however exonerates 
Rama and sentences Kinaram to fine and imprisonment for 
misuse of power. Kinaram who rose to the powertul position of 
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a policeman returns to his original status of a poor and ordinary 
villager. intricately interwoven into this story are vivid 
descriptions of the trial court of a deputy magistrate, the colonial 
ban on free production of salt causing hardship to the poor 
villagers for whom salt was a basic ingredient of their food, as 
well as erratic and tyrannical ways of petty government officials 
which evoked a sense of fear and insecurity among innocent 
citizens. The story, published in 1909, also hints at caste 
prejudices and social hierarchies prevalent in the rural Odisha 
of the later nineteenth century. 


A dialogue between a grandfather and his grandson about 
the nature of fictional narratives such as the ancient epics and 
novels constitutes the brief story "Ajanati Katha" (Conversation 
between grandfather and grandson) which was published in 
1914. In fact this story has neither a plot nor a set of characters. 
It is a defence of the fictional forms which may not have any 
resemblance with reality and yet are significant in terms of moral 
values or sheer entertainment. While the grandfather derides 
literary writings and novels because they are unreal, the 
grandson reminds him of a few tales from the ancient epics 
which are sheer fantasy. This argument leaves the grandfather 
defenceless while the grandson concludes that all art is fictitious 
but morally meaningful. Fakir Mohan says that the narrative is 
based on a real incident and therefore it is reasonable to think 
that the story reflects contemporary debates on the acceptability 
of the emerging art of the novel. 

In 
The story "Dhulia Baba" (The dusty saint), published in 


1913, revolves round a fraudulent saint named Bandar Das 
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Mahant Maharaj who dupes innocent villagers with his contrived 
tricks and earns a lot of money. The villagers treat this saint 
with great awe and reverence as he exhibits the magical power 
of healing diseases and fulfilling the wishes of individuals. Rama 
Sau and Sama Sau are two brothers who are engaged in legal 
fight against each other in connection with sharing of their 
ancestral property. Rama Sau seeks the blessings of the saint 
and has pledged to offer him a lot of money if he wins the case. 
Sama Sau, who is initially skeptical about the saint's powers, 
however relents and organizes a massive ritual to propitiate 
the god of fire and to obtain the blessings of the saint. As the 
ceremony is in progress, the tricky device of the saint fails to 
work as a result of which one of his stooges and the saint 
himself get burnt and die. The narrative is enlivened by gentle 
satire and genial humour while it exposes the deceitful ways of 
so-called saints who exploit the gullibility of superstitious and 
uneducated rural folk and acquire wealth and power through 
trickery and machinations. 


Another story with the similar theme concerning fraudulent 
saints is "Mounamouni" (The silent couple) published in 1907. 
Once upon atime, in the Knandagiri caves near Bhubaneswar 
lived a number of sadhus who had a large number of devotees. 
The idyllic surrounding of the caves reverberated with the 
chanting of prayers and the smell of incense and ghee. The 
story centres round one such sadhu called Mahabir Das who, 
his followers claim, is two hundred and fifty years old and who 
through his magical powers produces gold and silver everyday 
to meet the expenses of puja and food offering. About twenty- 
five followers live with him in the caves and about eight or ten of 
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them frequently get replaced by a new group. The language 
they speak is a mixture of Bengali and Hindi. In another cave 
live a sadhu couple who have adopted the austere oath of silence 
and so never utter any word. The followers of Mahabir Das look 
after the comforts of the couple. Mahabir Das is famous for his 
mystical powers of curing all kinds of diseases and physical 
sufferings. Once, two devotees who suffer from some incurable 
disease, come to live in the caves to get the benefit of magic 
cure from the sadhu. They spend many days there serving him 
with the choicest quality of ganja. One day early in the morning 
people are amazed to find that the district magistrate of Puri, 
accompanied by a huge retinue of armed guards, policemen 
and clerical staff, has set up a camp in front of Knandagiri. The 
sadhus are presented before the magistrate for interrogation. 
Mahabir Das and his followers are handcuffed, the silent sadhu 
couple is taken to custody and huge amount of gold and silver 
are recovered from their cave. It turns out that Mahabir Das is 
the leader of a much-dreaded gang of dacoits from Benga! and 
the silent couple is connected with a famous wealthy man of 
Calcutta. The two men who feign as devotees are actually 
detectives deployed by the government. The story has a comic 
strain with elaborate descriptions of the pseudo-serious 
religious lives of the fraudulent saints who indulge in criminal 
acts by taking advantage of the gullibility of religious-minded 
people. - 
IV 


The story "Baleswari Rahajani" (Dacoity at Baleswar), 
published in 1907, is based on an actual happening and speaks 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


38 Fakir Mohan Senapati : Paragon of Odia Identity 


of the highway robbery of which the travellers from Calcutta to 
Baleswar as well as well-to-do persons of villages beside the 
highway were victims. While the first part of the story describes 
the roads, the culverts on the rivers and the dharamsalas on 
the way from Calcutta to Puri, the second part of the story deals 
with events following the attack of dacoits on Rampin sahib, 
the assistant magistrate of Baleswar district, during his journey 
on a palanquin from Baleswar to Calcutta. There is an elaborate 
description of the various cunning strategies of investigation 
adopted by two sub-inspectors of police, Rajkishore Choudhury 
and Sarada Prasad Ghosh, and a vivid description of the dacoit 
gang's places of hideout in the dense jungles of Mayurbhanj. 
Sarada Prasad successtully traps the gang led by Sardar Nalu 
Mirdha and Sardar Baidi Sethy. The dacoits are apprehended, 
and many of them are imprisoned while some of them are 
transported for life. There are elements of thrill and adventure 
as well as graphic presentations of geographical details and 
social conditions of Odisha in the late nineteenth century. 

Two short stories of Fakir Mohan, both published in 1913, 
dea! with the maritime activities of Odia traders during the 
Second part of nineteenth century. Large ships, called Khorapa 
or Gorapa, were used to carry salt and other commodities to 
Bengal, Rangoon, Madras. Colombo, Java, Borneo and other 
far-off places. Baleswar port was among the major ports of 
eastern India and provided employment to about ten thousand 
people in various positions related to imports and exports. These 
Ships were often wrecked by heavy storms or plundered by the 
Portuguese pirates. The story, "Kamalaprasad Khorapa," 
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centres round the betrayal of the sailors who try to rob the money 
collected from abroad by taking the plea of shipwreck due to 
storm. The story also castigates the deceitful forecasts by 
astrologers. Swarup Behera, the chief boatman of the ship 
named Kamalaprasad, gives a vivid and detailed description to 
his master Ramahari Nayak about the sea storm that drowned 
most of the crew and the sinking of the ship that carried all the 
money and materials collected from merchants and distant 
places. Ramahari chides his astrologer for choosing a wrong 
time for the start of the journey and for forecasting that it would 
sail back safely. Almost a month after this incident, the ship, 
which was anchored on an island, begins to drift into the sea 
when the island is inundated with water and reaches the banks 
of the Budhabalang river. It then turns out that whatever Swarup 
Behera had reported about the ship was a concocted story. 
The crew of the ship are apprehended and sentenced to four 
years of imprisonment. The story, "Kalikaprasad Gorapa," has 
no discernible plot. It is, in fact, a discussion of a few ship owners 
on the menace of piracy on the high sea by the white-skinned 
men addicted to alcohol and meat. Another story, "Baleswari 
Ponga Luna" (salt of Baleswar), published in 1907, is not a 
story at all, but a nostalgic account of export of salt from 
Baleswar as well as the huge organization of manpower involved 
in it. The narrative also laments the end of salt export at 
Baleswar which was once a flourishing business with an annual 
export of about nine lakh maunds of salt (a maund equals almost 
thirty-seven kilograms). 


V 


Fakir Mohan wrote all his short stories between 1898 and 
1916 which was a crucial period in Odisha's history. The throes 
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of transition from an agrarian traditional society controlled by 
landlords and money lenders to a social order governed by 
colonial power and the English-educated Indian administrators 
are the central concern of most of the short stories and this 
concern has been articulated in a lively style constituted by the 
tones of humour, satire and irony. Though the stories relate to 
Fakir Mohan's contemporary social and cultural ethos, they are 
nevertheless immensely popular even today because of the 
universal significance and moral implications of their themes 
as well as for the buoyancy and elegance of their narrative 
mode. 


t 
+ 
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Chapter - II 
Novelist of Social Realism 


The fictional narratives of Fakir Mohan Senapati 
encompass many diverse facets of life and experience, varieties 
of men and women and innumerable equations with which they 
live with one another within a tradition-bound, superstitious, rural 
society undergoing the pangs of colonia! rule and the trauma of 
transition into a liberal social order. The events and characters 
of Fakir Mohan's novels and short stories are distinctly realistic 
while his narrative style is simple and movingly dramatic. Fakir 
Mohan's novels have a universal appeal not only because of 
his skilful manipulation of the spoken Odia language and 
sensitive perception of the culture of his times, but also because 
of his profound concern for basic human values. 


The four novels of Fakir Mohan, written between 1897 and 1915, 
reflect the political and socio-cultural conditions of Odisha from 
the eighteenth century to the early years of the twentieth century. 
While the three novels, Cha Mana Atha Guntha, Mamu and 
Prayaschita, explore the realities of social life in its multiple 
dimensions, Lachama is a historical romance dealing with the 
anarchical condition of Odisha in the wake of the Maratha 
invasions during the eighteenth century. It has been aptly said 
that the four novels are an attempt to reconstruct almost two 
hundred years of colonial Odisha's socio-cultural history. 
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Lachama, which was published in serialized form in Utkal 
Sahitya with the tittle Apurba Milan from 1901 to 1903, came 
out in the book form in 1 9 1 3. it is a historical romance in the 
tradition of the first three Odia novels, Soudamini, Padmamali 
and Bibasini. The novel is set against the historical context of 
Nawab Alivardi Khan's rule of Bengal, Bihar and Odisha under 
the Mogul emperor Ahmad Shah (1748-1754). Taking advantage 
of Ahmad Shah's weak administration, Alivardi Khan virtually 
behaved like an independent ruler. He was most of the time 
engaged in fighting against the Marathas who, under the 
leadership of the king of Berar, Raghuji Bhonsle, were forcibly 
collecting taxes and exhorting money from the people of Odisha 
in their ambition to conquer the Bengal -Bihar-Odisha region. 
Lachama faithfully records this historical event of the battle 
between Alivardi and the Marathas and Alivardi's conspiracy to 
assassinate Bhaskar Pandit, the commander of Maratha army. 
The novel also documents the reign of terror and tyranny of the 
Marathas in Odisha during the eighteenth century. 


Badal Singh, a resident of Rohilakhand, while travelling 
on pilgrimage to Puri, is waylaid by the Maratha dacoits. Despite 
stiff resistance from the members of the party accompanying 
Badal Singh, most of the pilgrims are plundered and killed. Badal 
Singh, his wife Lachama, his mother and mother-in-law are 
wounded and separated from each other. Lachama finds shelter 
in the Raibania fort. The lord of the fort, Mandhata, and his wife, 
Mahadevi. who are childless, look after Lachama like their own 
daughter. The Marathas invade the Raibania fort and Mandhata, 
who was an ally of Alivardi and who refused to support the 
Marathas, is imprisoned and killed. Mahadevi, in utter despair, 
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commits suicide by jumping into the tank of the fort. Before she 
dies, she gives some food and gold coins to Lachama and 
sends her to a safe place. Lachama is now determined to 
avenge the death of her foster parents. The Marathas have a 
huge army and it is not easy to confront them. Lachama 
disguises herself as a betel-seller and moves around with the 
Maratha soldiers. Badal Singh, who has been roaming about 
the forests after escaping the Marathas, too is waiting for an 
opportunity to take revenge. One day, Badal Singh rescues 
Alivardi from the furious attack of the Marathas, and as a reward, 
he is appointed as havildar in the Moghul army. The opportunity 
to take revenge comes when Alivardi, pretending that he would 
like to have a peace treaty with the Marathas, invites Bhaskar 
Pandit, their commander, for this purpose. When Bhaskar 
Pandit reaches Alivardi, Badal Singh stabs at the neck of 
Bhaskar Pandit. At this very moment, a handsome young man, 
who is no other than Lachama in disguise, too slabs Bhaskar 
Pandit several times. Later, at the time of performing the rituals 
relating to their deceased parents at Gaya, Badal Singh and 
Lachama meet accidentally. By a strange coincidence, Badal 
Singh's mother and mother-in-law too reach there. Thus the 
whole family happily gets together. As a reward, Badal Singh is 
given the responsibility of the Raihania fort. After a long period 
of sorrow and suffering, Badal and Lachama live happily as 
king and queen. 


The novel, Lachama, depicts the misery and suffering of 
the people of Odisha during the years between 1720 and 1800 
when the Marathas kept invading Odisha and tyrannized the 
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common people. In 1741, Odisha came under the direct control 
of Alivardi Khan. In 1743, Raghuji Bhonsle sent Bhaskar Pandit 
to fight against the Moghuls in Odisha. Odisha was finally 
conquered and ruled by the Marathas from 1751 till the British 
took over the reins in 1803. The plot of Lachama actually covers 
a period of four years between 1741 , when Alivardi Khan began 
ruling Odisha, and 1744 when Bhaskar Pandit was killed. But 
the socio-political condition of Odisha depicted in Lachama had 
pervaded Odisha almost during the entire eighteenth century. 
Though not all events of Lachama are historically true, the social 
realism that informs the nove! does reveal Odisha's 
predicament during the Maratha invasion of Odisha and their 
despotic reign of cruelty, coercion and tyranny. 

Narrated in the register of chaste written language, 
Lachama follows an epic manner in the true convention of 
historical romance. Its declamatory style, exotic atmosphere 
and heroic mode clearly set it apart from the other three novels 
that evince a colloquial style, a native ethos and a mock-epic 
mode. 


Fakir Mohan's Cha Mana Atha Guntha is not only his 
first novel, it is the first Odia novel of social realism and deviates 
radically in terms of plot and narrative style from the first two 
Odia novels by Umesh Chandra Sarkar and Ram Shankar Ray 
published in 1888 and 1891 respectively. His deft handling of 
the spoken language of the Odia rustics marks a decisive shift 
in the prose style of Odia narratives. Originally conceived as a 
short story, it gradually grew into a novel, which was serialized 
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in Utkal Sahitya under the pseudonym of Dhurjati between 1897 
and 1899. It was published in the book form in 1902 and a second 
edition came out in 1916. It consists of twenty-seven chapters. 
Almost the entire plot is set against the rural life of early 
nineteenth century Odisha. It is believed that the story of the 
novel refers to the period between 1801 and 1840. After the 
British occupation of Odisha in 1803, there were several 
attempts at the settlement of agricultural land in Odisha leading 
to frequent hikes in taxes. The owners of the estates who were 
unable to deposit the taxes in time had to surrender the estates 
to those who bought them through public auction in throwaway 
prices. There were thus two distinct classes of zamindars in 
Odisha: the traditional and the neo-rich. Ram Chandra Nayak 
alias Ram Chandra Mangaraj belongs to this later class of 
zamindars whose limitless greed for wealth and landed property 
impels them to take recourse to all kinds of unlawful and immoral 
methods. A police constable, Sheikh Keramat Ali, had bought 
the Fatehpur estate of the Bhagat Singh family of Kendrapara. 
His son Dildar Mian turns prodigal and extravagant. He borrows 
money from Ram Chandra Mangaraj who in course of time 
appropriates the estates of Dildar Mian through villainous 
means. Mangaraj, who is fifty-two years old and who was a 
poor helpless orphan from his childhood, grows into a rich 
zamindar through devious ways. He appropriates the land of 
almost everyone around the village by coercing them and using 
many cunning ways. The heroine of the novel, Champa, is a 
veritable vamp, whose family history is dubious. Though she is 
a maid in the Mangaraj household, she is virtually the landlady. 
She helps Mangaraj in planning out strategies to appropriate 
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others’ lands. Mangaraij's wife, on the other hand, is pious, soft- 
spoken and loving. She is an embodiment of ideal womanhood. 
She considers it "a great delight to serve not only her husband, 
but all men." She "always looks after poor old women and 
helpless widows. "(Chapter 18). The plot centres round the piece 
of land measuring "cha mana atha guntha" an acre and a third, 
belonging to a poor weaver couple, Bhagia and Saria. As Fakir 
Mohan describes them. "If you wish to see a fusion of holy marital 
affection, pure love, complete contentment, good health, and 
other divine qualities, we may mention the name of this rural 
weaver family" (Chapter 10). This couple is childless. Mangaraj, 
with the help of Champa, persuades them to build a temple for 
Goddess Mangala who would certainly bless them with children 
and wealth. Swayed by their cunning words, Bhagia and Saria 
pawn their land to Mangaraj and borrow money for the purpose. 
Mangaraj gets the land recorded in his name and takes away 
their favourite milch cow Neti. Shocked by this misfortune, 
Bhagia turns insane and Saria dies of starvation. Mangaraj is 
arrested on charges of murder. His lawyer Ramram Lala 
manages to appropriate all his property. Champa. with the help 
of a barber, runs away carrying all the money and gold of 
Mangaraj. A quarrel ensues between Champa and the barber 
on sharing the booty. The barber stabs Champa to death while 
he himself jumps into the river and dies. Mangaraj is sentenced 
to six months of rigorous imprisonment. The insane Bhagia 
who is also in prison, one day assaults Mangaraj in the jail and 
bites his nose into pieces. Gobara Jena, the village chowkidar, 
who also is Sentenced to imprisonment for abetting the crimes 
of Mangaraj, physically fights with him in the jail and dies in the 
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process. The dying Mangaraj is sent back to his house where 
he dies in utter misery and distress. 


The story of the novel is of course simple and short. But 
what makes the novel immortal is its narrative style of mock- 
heroic mode, satire and humour. The real appeal of Fakir 
Mohan's fiction lies in its skilful use of the language of burlesque. 
Cha Mana Atha Guntha begins with a description of the nature 
of Ram Chandra Mangaraj, the villain-hero whose hypocrisy 
and malevolence are chief motifs of the plot-structure. "The 
man is quite religious," Fakir Mohan says with his tongue in the 
cheek, "observes twenty four ekadasis a year. Had there been 
forty ekadasis, none would have gone unobserved. Tulsi leaves 
and water are the only things to live upon on the ekadasi day." 
This statement is followed by a hint that Mangaraj clandestinely 
takes a heavy evening meal in his bedroom on the ekadasi day 
(Chapter 1): Those who speak ill of Mangaraj, Fakir Mohan 
satirically remarks, "are the inheritors of those who sent christ 
to the cross or who sent Sita to the forest" (Chapter 1). The 
novel abounds in parodies of Sanskrit and religious verses that 
evoke laughter. In chapter 6, a Sanskrit verse of Kalidas 
dedicated to Goddess Saraswati is interpreted in a grotesque 
manner to imply that Champa has protruded teeth and red lips 
caused.by the chewing of betel leaves. To explain his relationship 
with his sons, Mangaraj quotes the famous Sanskrit couplet, 
"lalayet panchabarshani dasabarsani tadayet/ praptesu 
sodhasabarshe putram mitrabadacharet” and interprets this to 
mean, “the sons salivate till five years, (you should) keep away 
from them till they are ten, after they are sixteen, misbehave 
with them and with friends". Mock- heroic mode is central to 
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the comic pattern of Fakir Mohan's fictional narrative. Humour 
and satire emerge through the juxtaposition of formal and 
elevated language with trivial matters. Cha Mana Atha Guntha 
presents a realistic picture of the rural life of Odisha in the early 
nineteenth century, which was basically governed by agrarian 
economy and superstitious beliefs. The plot of the novel revolves 
round a neo-rich zamindar's insatiable greed to grab land from 
the poor villagers. The episode centring round Bhagia and Saria 
is a symbolic representation of the distress and suffering of the 
poor villagers who were ruthlessly exploited by the unscrupulous 
landlords. The novel in fact faithfully mirrors the poverty and 
misery of the villagers victimized by the corrupt and crooked 
zamindars who controlled rural life and economy. Cha Mana 
Atha Guntha also indicts the deceitful ways of so-called religious 
men as well as the superstitions in the name of religion. The 
eagerness of Bhagia and Saria to have a child leads to 
Champa's persuasion to build a temple which in turn leads to 
the loss of their fertile land and the milch cow, and eventually to 
the death of Saria and insanity of Bhagia. The novel also depicts 
the crookedness of lawyers through the character of Ramram 
Lala who appropriates all the property of Mangaraj. The village 
chowkidar Gobara Jena's collusion with the evil designs of 
Champa and Mangaraj as well as his attempts to bribe his 
bosses reflects the dishonesty of the guardians of law in a 
colonial set-up. Since the narrative time of the novel is the early 
nineteenth century, Fakir Mohan has not referred much to the 
impact of western education. But there are satirical references 
to the awe ahd reverence with which the whites were treated. 
In chapter 9, Fakir Mohan satirically says, "See how fair are the 
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English, and how the bodies of Odias are black. The reason for 
this is that they have studied science. We haven't."The 
proceedings of the session's court described in chapter 21 
indicate the kind of imperial atmosphere in the law courts of 
Odisha. 


Cha Mana Atha Guntha is indeed a unique achievement 
in terms of its deft use of spoken Odia language, faithful 
representation of the rural life of contemporary Odisha and 
artistic blend of realism and moral purpose achieved through 
the rhetorical devices of satire and humour. It is for this reason 
that the novel continues to appeal to the Odias even today as 
an unparalleled socio-cultural document embodied in a delightful 
aesthetic form. The nove! has been rendered into a popular 
film and has also been made into a television serial. 

IV 


Fakir Mohan's third novel, Mamu (maternal uncle) 
published in 1913, is set against the social context of the later 
half of nineteenth-century Odisha. Its narrative time is 
considered to be the years between 1840 and 1880, which 
marked a radical shift in attitude occasioned by the tendency to 
embrace urban ways of life as well as by an interest in modern 
educational system that produced English-educated youth. 
Unlike in the earlier novel Cha Mana Atha Guntha, much of the 
action in Mamu takes place in the urban context, though both 
the novels end up with the same moral: greed leads to ruin. 


Mamu is a domestic novel centring round the family of 
Dasarathi Das who began as a mohurir in the Cuttack 
collectorate and retired as nazar. His family, which lives in the 
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village, consists of his wife Menaka Dei, elder son Banambar, 
younger son Natabar and Saraswati Dei, Menaka Dei's widow 
sister. Menaka Dei is chronically ill and so Saraswati Dei is 
virtually in charge of the household. Dasarathi Das wants to 
see his two sons English-educated and so brings them and 
other family members to the Cuttack town. At Cuttack, 
Chandramani, his daughter, is born. His elder son Banambar 
is a good boy but bad at studies. Natabar, the younger son, is 
intelligent and manages to pass the entrance examination. 
Banambar goes back to the village to look after the village 
property and marries a girl named Lalita. Natabar works as an 
apprentice in the Cuttack collectorate. Chandramani marries 
Pratap Udit Malla Ray who is the master of Naripur estate. 
Natabar grows into an obstinate and disobedient son. He 
marries Bisakha who lives in the village with her father-in-law. 
On Dasarathi's entreaties to the sahib, Natabar is directly 
appointed as nazar. After Dasarathi's death, Natabar brings his 
wife to the town where she finds a woman named Chitrakala 
frequenting their residence. Natabar explains that she is a very 
rich woman with no one to inherit her property and so Natabar 
would own all her property after her death. Bisakha, in her 
innocence, believes him. In the meantime, Pratap Udit Malla 
Ray dies of pneumonia leaving behind his wife Chandramani 
and two little sons. Natabar takes advantage of Chandramani's 
bereavement and helplessness, and with the help of Chitrakala 
plans to appropriate all her property. Natabar's brother-in-law 
Raghav Mohanty who lives with him is an innocent rustic who 
gets into the bad company of Prabhudayal and turns into a 
drunkard. One day, with the help of Chitrakala and Prabhudayal, 
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Raghav steals away five thousand rupees that Natahar had 
misappropriated from government treasury. Natabar is arrested 
but is proved not guilty. On the other hand Raghav and Chitrakala 
are found guilty and both are sentenced to rigorous 
imprisonment. 


The title of the novel Mamu (mother's brother) can be 
justified in terms of Natabar's hypocritical sympathy for his 
widow sister's son Naru whom he brings to the town to educate 
him, though the real purpose is to collect money for his sake 
from his sister. Natabar, the nazar, is villainous, greedy and 
bereft of human affections. He is an uncle like Kamsa of Indian 
mythology. Some critics opine that this novel is the urban edition 
of Cha Mana Atha Guntha. Natabar Das is like the villainous 
and greedy Ram Chandra Mangaraj while Chitrakala is vampish 
like Champa. The difference is that while the action of Cha Mana 
Atha Guntha is enacted in the rural agrarian set-up, that of 
Mamu is enacted in the context of an urban milieu of the mid- 
nineteenth century Odisha when the tendency to seek 
government jobs by obtaining English-oriented education was 
gaining ground and when the process of migration to the urban 
centres had already started. The lure for jobs under the colonial 
rule which yielded a lol of income through bribes and other unfair 
means, as well as the pleasures of lifestyle imitated from the 
west, led unscrupulous men like Natabar Das and Raghav 
Mohanty to migrate to the towns and cities. Fakir Mohan's Mamu 
is a lively commentary on this emerging social change, which 
was in effect a realization of Macaulay's plans in the minutes 
on Education of 1835. The new class of English-educated men 
like Nazar Natabar Das not only exploited the poor and innocent 
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Odias, but also amassed a lot of wealth by unholy methods. 
The new lifestyle of the town drew many young men like the 
innocent Raghav Mohanty into wayward and evil ways. They 
got into the habit of drinking and visiting whores. Prabhudayal 
spends away all the property of his father on these habits and 
turns into a pauper. Natabar too used to visit prostitutes before 
marriage, and even after marriage continues to have physical 
relationship with the degenerate Chitrakala. The novel also 
bitterly criticizes the immoral ways of those who were supposed 
to preserve religious practices as well as the conservative 
attitude of contemporary society towards women's education. 
Dasarathi Das engages a Christian lady to give private tuition 
to his daughter Chandramani who learns to read and write, 
stitching and drawing. Fakir Mohan's zeal to plead for women's 
education is the central concern in his short story and the first 
Odia short story "Rebati". As in Cha Mana Atha Guntha, this 
novel also describes a trial in the court of the British sessions 
judge towards the end of the narrative where there is the moving 
scene of Natabar Das confessing all the misdeeds he has 
committed in life to accumulate wealth. Fakir Mohan's Mamu 
has sixty-seven chapters. The largest one, chapter 25, is 
entitled "Pandit Sabha" and it records, in chaste and sanskritized 
Odia language, a lively discussion among the learned pundits 
on the various Hindu philosophical approaches to the problem 
of the existence of God. Rest of the novel is by and large 
narrated in the typical colloquial and conversational language 
and in dramatic manner. The novel is full of proverbs, folk 
maxims, aphorisms and quotations from traditional poems. 
There is a harmonious blend of the language of burlesque and 
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the language of the sermon. Fakir Mohan's moral 
preoccupations and reformative passion are evident throughout 
the novel though this didactic purpose is aesthetically 
transmuted into a smooth and lucid narrative characterized by 
the rhetorical devices of humour, satire, exaggeration, irony and 
understatement. On the whole, Mamu is a significant 
achievement in terms of being both a socio-historical document 
and a highly delightful fictional narrative. 


V 


Prayaschita (expiation), published in 1915. is the last of 
the four novels of Fakir Mohan. Its narrative time is believed to 
be the years between 1881 and 1920, the period that may be 
treated as a major turning point in Odisha's socio-cultural 
history. With the spread of English-oriented educational system, 
a new generation of young men emerged who not only resisted 
the traditional social structure afflicted by prejudices and 
superstitions, but also became conscious of the need to develop 
their native language. In 1868, college classes were opened in 
Cuttack High Schoo!, and in 1876, the college was given a 
distinct status. The Utkal Sahitya Samaj was established in 
1903 with the objective of preserving and developing Odia 
language and literature. In the same year, the first conference 
of the Utkal Sammilani was held in Cuttack. The aim of this 
organization, which was founded by Madhusudan Das, was to 
amalgamate all the Odia speaking tracts into a separate 
province of Odisha. The nove! Prayaschita reflects this new 
awareness of modernity as well as the need to assert a distinct 
Odia identity. 
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The plot of the novel centres round the hostility between 
two zamindar families. Baishnab Charan Patnaik is a traditional 
zamindar who is pious but too conscious of his upper caste 
social status. Sankarsan Mohanty, on the other hand, earns a 
lot of money as a contractor in Calcutta, buys an estate and 
thus turns into a zamindar. Baishnab is intolerant of Sankarsan's 
rise, while Sankarsan aspires to be recognized as a part of 
Baishnab Charan's upper caste clan. The rivalry between the 
two families leads to a number of crimina! and civil cases against 
each other. Baishnab Charan's wife, after a lot of prayers to the 
family deity, is blessed with a son who is named Kuanr Gobinda 
Chandra. Four years before this son is born, the Patnaik couple 
had adopted an orphan named Sadananda. Once during a visit 
to Cuttack town, Baishnab Charan is persuaded by his lawyers 
and other friends to put his son Gobinda Chandra into the 
modern system of college education so that he might not feel 
small in the presence of the future bureaucrats and judges. 
Gobinda Chandra and his brother Sadananda pursue higher 
studies in Cuttack College and live in Baishnab Charan's own 
building in the town. 


Rajiv Lochan, who is known as Sankarsan Mohanty's 
nephew though no one is certain about how he came to be a 
part of the Mohanty household, also studies in Cuttack College. 
In a weekly meeting of the cultural society of the college, 
Gobinda Chandra's poetic talents are highly acclaimed. Rajiv 
Lochan, out of envy, remarks that though Gohinda Chandra is 
a good poet, the poems of Indumati are far superior. Indumati 
is Sankarsan Mohanty's only child who is proficient in both 
literary composition and painting pictures. Though Gobinda 
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Chandra is unhappy about Rajiv Lochan's remarks, his poetic 
personality is emotionally drawn towards Indumati. This 
provides an opportunity to Rajiv Lochan to propose marriage 
between the two. Sadananda, Baishnah Charan's adopted son, 
who is also jealous of Gobinda Chandra, helps Rajiv Lochan in 
persuading his brother to marry Indumati. Gobinda Chandra at 
first hesitates because of the hostility of his family towards 
Indumati's family. But through a cunning device of Rajiv Lochan, 
Gobinda Chandra marries Indumati. Gobinda Chandra's mother 
dies of shock. Indumati, feeling guilty for her mother-in-law's 
death, drowns herself in a river. Gobinda Chandra renounces 
the world and goes away to Brundaban. Baishnab Charan and 
Sankarsan Mohanty as wel! as Rajiv Lochan and Sadananda 
also go away to Brundaban to atone for their past deeds. All of 
them meet in Brundaban. Both the zamindars persuade 
Gobinda Chandra to go back to the village and take care of 
both the estates. Gobinda Chandra obeys them, comes back 
to the village and builds two memorials for his mother and wife. 
He dedicates himself completely to spiritual and religious 
activities. 


The novel Prayaschita consists of forty-five chapters and 
presents a realistic picture of Odisha during the last part of the 
nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth century. 
Its complex plot is constituted by love and romance, villainy, 
vanity of rural aristocracy, impact of western education on the 
youth, the importance of mother tongue, sin and suffering, moral 
and religious values, penance and renunciation. A major aspect 
of this novel is its message of warning against narrow caste 
divisions which eventually end up in tragic contlicts. All these 
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themes, perceived in terms of the socio-cultural context of the 

last years of nineteenth-century and early years of twentieth- 

century Odisha, are woven into a delightful fictional narrative. 
Vi 


The four novels of Fakir Mohan historicize about two 
hundred years of colonial rule in Odisha by the Marathas, the 
Muslims and the British during which the Odia race was 
exploited and tyrannizd by the invaders and was reduced to a 
life of economic misery. While Lachama deals with the 
anarchical condition of Odisha in the wake of Maratha invasions 
during the eighteenth century, the other three novels depict the 
poverty and helplessness of the common folk exploited by a 
new class of feudal! chiefs and English-knowing natives who 
emerged out of the British colonial policies. Rama Chandra 
Mangaraj of Cha Mana Atha Guntha, Nazar Natabar Das of 
Mamu and Sankarsan Mohanty of Prayaschita are veritable 
imposters who prosper through dubious and immoral ways. 
Though Fakir Mohan's moral preoccupation impels him to 
portray them as ultimately facing the poetic justice of fall and 
penance, these characters are a means through which Fakir 
Mohan mirrors the social realities of colonial Odisha. 


The characters in Fakir Mohan's novels distinctly fall into 
two groups: the villains and the victims. Rama Chandra 
Mangaraj and Champa of Cha Mana Atha Guntha, Nazar 
Natabar Das and Chitrakala of Mamu, Rajiv Lochan and 
Sadananda of Prayaschita belong to the first category, while 
Bhagia and Saria of Cha Mana Atha Guntha, Chandramani of" 
Mamu and Gobinda Chandra of Prayaschita belong to the 
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second category. Fakir Mohan's characters are thus polarized 
into the moral categories of good and evil. The two most 
interesting characters are the two vamps: Champa of Cha Mana 
and Chitrakala of Mamu. Both the women arc shady characters 
who have a questionable past and are partners in scheming 
against the poor and the innocent and looting their property. 
Both the women wield power and authority in the households 
of their masters. Both the women defraud their masters and 
end up tragically. Champa is murdered by her henchman and 
Chitrakala is imprisoned on changes of theft. The two villain- 
heroes, Ram Chandra Mangaraj of Cha Mana Atha Guntha 
and Nazar Natahar Das ot Mamu, represent the neo-rich class 
of contemporary society who accumulate wealth through 
cunning devices by taking advantage of the shrewd strategies 
of colonial administration. Mangaraj turns into a feudal chiet by 
exploiting the revenue policies of the British while Natabar Das 
amasses wealth by using the exploitative laws of imperial rule. 
While the character of Mangaraj is perceived in the rural 
agrarian perspective, that of Natabar is portrayed in an urban 
setting. But despite this contextual difference, both the 
characters are basically similar in their attitudes and actions. 
Both the characters have women as their main accomplices 
and both of them end up in punishment and penance. In fact, 
these four characters. Mangaraj and Champa as well as 
Natabar Das and Chitrakala, are the most memorable portraits 
of viciousness culminating in poetic justice. It may not be an 
exaggeration to say that Fakir Mohan's reputation as a literary 
artist rests chiefly on his adroit art of characterization in his 
fictional narratives, and particularly in the two novels, Cha Mana 
Atha Guntha and Manu The characters in his fiction are both 
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types and individuals who embody Fakir Mohan's sensitive 
perception of society and human nature. 


Fakir Mohan's novels contain a considerable number of 
passages, which illustrate his moral preoccupations. For 
example, in chapter 46 of Prayaschita, Fakir Mohan sermonizes 
on the value of adversity: "We become impatient in the face of 
adversity. But adversity brings out the human in man. There is 
no friend like adversity which can reveal a true knowledge of 
the world." While such direct moralizing is abundant in his 
novels, there are also dramatic devices that seek to convey 
the author's moral pre-occupations. The conference of the 
pundits in chapter 25 of Mamu raises a number of profound 
philosophical issues. Learned Sanskrit pundits from the banks 
of Ganga to that of Godabari, from Nabadip and Kashi, assemble 
on the occasion of the funeral rites of the feudal lord, Pratap 
Udit Malia Uttararay, and deliver discourses as well as indulge 
in lively debates on Vedanta, existence of God, the Nyaya and 
Sankhya philosophy and so on. in the dramatic context of a 
group discussion among college students in chapter 7 of 
Prayaschita, Fakir Mohan sermonizes on the importance of 
the mother tongue: "The educated youth today have realized 
that it is not possible to develop the nation and the race without 
the development of the mother tongue... Genuine knowledge 
cannot be acquired through foreign language." The language 
of such epigrammatic passages is chaste and sanskritized. 
Apart from such direct aphorisms, the tone of the sermon is 
implicit in the modes of characterization relating to the human, 
the good and the virtuous. Among such characters are Bhagia 
and Saria as well as 'Saantani' of Cha Mana and Udit Malla 
Uttararay of Mamu who "himself goes about the villages, sees 
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the conditions of peasants, listens to their grievances and 
advises them on how to improve their condition". (Chapter 12). 


A comic outlook pervasively informs Fakir Mohan's 
fictional world. An interesting mode through which he achieves 
this comic effect is the mock-heroic: the combination of the 
trivial and the serious. In chapter 6 of Chat Mana Atha Guntha, 
Fakir Mohan parodies a popular Sanskrit verse dedicated to 
Goddess Saraswati to describe Champa's appearance and 
manners. While retaining the rhythm of the original Sanskrit 
verse, Fakir Mohan mixes Odia and Sanskrit languages and 
uses onomatopoeic expressions to suggest Champa's physical 
features and behaviour as grotesque and ludicrous. In chapter 
18 of Mamu, Natabar's wife is compared with Queen Elizabeth 
and Rani Ahalyabai to suggest that all great women are 
susceptible to envy. Fakir Mohan's use of the language of the 
burlesque in its various modes not only evokes humour and 
laughter, but also reflects his acute awareness of the decadence 
of social and moral values. 


The four novels of Fakir Mohan Senapati, which follow 
the first two Odia novels published in 1888 and 1891, are in 
fact the first successful attempts to redeem Odia language of 
the Sanskrit and Bengali influences and at exploring the 
possibilities of a fictional style based on the spoken language 
of the common man. The novels are not only historical 
documents that record the social and political conditions of 
Odisha from the mid-eighteenth century to the early twentieth 
century, but are also great works of art that have a universal 
appeal in terms of keen perception of contemporary life and 
culture, deep concern for human values and delightful use of 
linguistic and rhetorical devices. 


RZ 
ଶଵ 
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Chapter -IV 
Poet, Translator and Prose Writer 


Though the poetry of Fakir Mohan Senapati is much less 
read and discussed today than his novels and short stories, 
his name is popularly prefixed with the title Vyasakavi. For his 
contemporaries, Fakir Mohan was basically a poet. In a 
message of condolence, written in English soon after Fakir 
Mohan passed away, the Oriya, a magazine edited by Utkal 
Gourav Maduhusudan Das, wrote, "His poetry is the outpouring 
of his heart, which cared not to imitate the heavy style of his 
contemporaries. It is the singing of a bird—the music of the 
piano fingered by nature herself. It is the music of a stream on 
its way to join the immense ocean." The Mukti Mandap Pandit 
Sabha of the Puri Jagannath temple honoured him with the title 
Kavisekhar in 1917. In an obituary published in the Utkal Deepika 
of 22 June 1918, he was referred to as the Vyasa of modern 
Odisha. 


Fakir Mohan's poetic talent saw its first flowering with his 
attempts at translating some of the major Sanskrit texts into 
Odia during eighteen-eighties. He translated the Ramayana to 
enable his wife Krishna Kumari to comprehend this great epic 
at a time when she was deeply grief-stricken on the death of 
their six-month old eldest son. Fakir Mohan's translation of the 
first canto of this epic, Balakanda, was in fact his first attempt 
at composing an epic in Odia. Though it is almost a literal 
transla} )n, one can nevertheless see Fakir Mohan's attempt 
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at using typical! colloquial Odia words and idioms as well as a 
number of neologisms. Published in 1880, this book was 
dedicated, according to the dedication note written in English, 
to John Beams "as a token of the affectionate gratitude which 
Orissa has always felt towards you for the intelligent and 
heartfelt interest you have evinced in the improvement of the 
Oriya language and in the welfare of the people." Fakir Mohan 
completed translating all the seven volumes of the epic between 
1879 and 1895. He also translated the whole of Sanskrit 
Mahabharata into Odia between 1881 and 1902. The first edition 
of Fakir Mohan's translation of the Bhagavat Gita was published 
by Utkal! Printing Company in 1886, while subsequent editions 
were printed at the Arunodaya Press. The translation had 
undergone several revisions with each edition, some of which 
were made by Fakir Mohan himself while some others were 
made by the publishers. The last and seventh edition was 
printed in 1925. Fakir Mohan's translation of the Upanishads, 
which was the first Odia version of this epic, came out in 1905, 
and was completed with the translated version of Chandogya 
Upanishad in 1916. All the translations are both literal and easily 
comprehensible to any ordinary Odia reader. While he began 
translating the Sanskrit epics to console his wife, eventually 
the act of translation and poetic composition became a iife- 
long passion for him. He mentions in his autobiography that 
most of his poems were written during moments of pain, crisis 
and restlessness. In addition to the translations, Fakir Mohan 
wrote two long poems, more than three hundred and fifty poems 
which were anthologized in five collections published between 
1894 and 1912 and a few later poems not included in these 
anthologies. With such prodigious output of verse translations 
and original poems, it is no wonder that he is called Vyasakavi. 


The most widely acclaimed poem of Fakir Mohan, Utkala 
Bhramanam (Sojourn through Utkal), was published in 1892. 
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As he records in his autobiography, while travelling from 
Bhadrak to Anandpur during a period of tribal unrest, when his 
mind was seething with "a variety of anxieties," it occurred to 
him that "the names of all the important men of letters and the 
famous people of Odisha should be recorded properly. . . .l 
was then sitting on an elephant. | took out my note-book and 
pencil from my pocket and started writing verses. | had nearly 
done half of the writing when | reached Anandpur" (Story of My 
Life, p.104). After reaching Anandpur, he resumed writing and 
"the writing was finished at about ten o' clock at night... .By the 
evening of the second day printing was completed. This was 
the first edition of my Utka!l Bhrananam" (104). The first edition 
came out from the Anandpur Press and later three more editions 
were published, with new materials being added to each edition. 
Utkal Bhramanamis the poet's imaginary tour of the entire land 
of Odisha including Mayurbhanj, Baleswar, Jajpur, Cuttack. 
Puri, Paralakhimedi, Khallikote and Jeypore. Fakir Mohan had 
the privilege of coming in coniact with almost all the eminent 
personalities of his time. The poem documents his impressions 
of these illustrious persons among whom are the Maharaja of 
Paralakhimedi, the astronomer Samanta Chandrasekhar, the 
poets Radhanath Ray, Madhusudan Rao, Gangadhar Meher 
and Nandakishore Bal, the historian Pyarimohan Acharya and 
the orator and editor Biswanath Kar. While pointing out the 
virtues and weaknesses of almost all the eminent personalities 
of his time, Fakir Mohan also demonstrated his sensitive 
perception of human nature and his dexerity in the art of 
Characterization, the two cardinal qualities which were the most 
distinguishing features of his novels and short stories. This long 
poem also presents a lively account of Odisha's social and 
political conditions of his time including disintegration of Odia- 
speaking tracts, the intrusion of non- Odias into Odisha's trade 
and commerce, the moral degradation in holy places of worship 
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and the pernicious effects of western education. While Utkala 
Bhramanamis a valuable historical and sociological document, 
itis also a delightful poem whose dominant tone is informed by 
genial humour and gentle satire that were to be the hallmark of 
his fictional works years later. 


During the last part of his life when he had to negotiate 
with the anguish of loneliness and physical suffering, Fakir 
Mohan wrote an epic based on the life and philosophy of 
Buddha. The poem entitled Boudhavatara Kavya was published 
in 1909. The composition of the poem was completed in about 
forty-two days and he asserted in its preface that he had never 
felt such intense spiritual joy from any of his writing or reading 
which he felt during the composition of this poem. He confesses 
in the preface that he was influenced by the Buddhist scripture 
Lalita Bistara and a few Bengali articles and books while 
perceiving the content and form of the epic. It is generally held 
that the epic was designed in the manner of a contemporary 
Bengali epic entitted Amitava written by Navin Chandra Sen, 
which, in turn, was said to have been influenced by Edwin 
Arnold's Light of Asia. Like Sen's epic, Fakir Mohan's epic 
contains nineteen cantos. Both the epics have the similar theme 
of Lord Buddha's early life, his act of renunciation, his 
enlightenment and his philosophy. However, Fakir Mohan's epic 
has the distinction of reflecting his profound understanding of 
Buddha's life and philosophy as well as his adroit handling of 
verse form. | 


The five collections of poems that Fakir Mohan published 
during 1894 and 1912 as well as many later poems not included 
in these anthologies are characterized by a wide variety of 
themes pertaining to grief over his wife's death, social reforms, 
nature, woes of women and widows, suffering of the poor, 
religious and devotional sentiments, nationalistic thoughts and 
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love for the mother tongue. Some of the poems are written for 
children. Some others deal with such historical characters as 
Cleopatra, Saint Lucretia, Tukaram and Jesus Christ. The 
poems have varying tones of didacticism, satire, humour and 
pathos, while there are successful experiments with various 
poetic forms such as the ballad, the lyric, the epic, the elegy 
and the mock-heroic. Though his powerful fictional writing has 
overshadowed his achievement as a poet, the fact that Fakir 
Mohan was a consummate artist in terms of the intensity of 
perception and felicity of expression has always been 
acknowledged by the critics. He indeed is no less significant 
as a poet than his illustrious contemporaries, Radhanath Ray 
and Madhusudan Rao. 
It 

Fakir Mohan Senapati's earliest prose work is a 
translation of a Bengali book titled Jivan Charita written by Iswar 
Chandra Vidyasagar and published in 1849. The Odia 
translation of the book, which comprised of biographical 
sketches of some eminent Europeans such as Copernicus, 
Galileo, Newton, Sir John Beams and Sir William Jones, came 
out from the Baptist Mission Press otf Calcutta in 1866 and was 
prescribed as a textbook in the schools. There were some 
scathing comments in the magazine Utkal Deepika on the 
quality of translation chiefly on the ground that the Odia used in 
the translation was heavily influenced by Bengali language. In 
the same year, Fakir Mohan's book on Odia grammar was 
published by the same Baptist Mission Press. One of the major 
contributions of this grammar book was a chapter on the use 


of punctuation marks like the full stop and the comma in Odia 
narrative writing. Q 


Fakir Mohan published two volumes of Bharatabarshara 
Itinasa (History of India) in 1869 and 1870 respectively. The 
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two books were prescribed as school textbooks till 1883. In an 
advertisement for the first volume, Fakir Mohan stated that the 
book was a result of three years of study and hard work, and 
that the contents were collected from Bengali books written by 
such scholars as Tarini Charan, Nilamani Basak, Krishna 
Chandra Ray and Kaliprasanna Dutta. Interestingly, the two 
volumes are not mere factual compilations, but are a delightful 
fusion of information, anecdote, legend and the writer's point of 
view. Fakir Mohan also added a few couplets in verse in certain 
places to make the narrative lively and enjoyable. The second 
editions of the two volumes, with a few minor revisions, came 
out from Gouri Shankar Ray's Cuttack Printing Company in 
1876 and 1890 respectively. The first volume begins with the 
Puranic age consisting of the reigns mentioned in the 
Ramayana and the Mahabharata and ends with the fall of Moghul 
empire. The second volume deals with the British period of 
Indian history and ends with the rule of Lord Canning, the rise 
of sepoy mutiny in 1857 and the death of Rani Laxmibai on the 
battlefield of Gwalior in 1858. 

From 1870, Fakir Mohan wrote a number of essays on a 
wide range of themes such as philosophy, religion, literature, 
history and mythology. It has been estimated that Fakir Mohan 
wrote more than forty prose compositions, many of which were 
published in pseudonym and a few others as editorials and 
comments. One of the earliest literary essays in Odia language 
is Fakir Mohan's "Nari Jatira Paribartana" (Change among 
women), published in the form of a few serials in 1868-69 in 
Sambadabahika, edited by him. It is a humourous representation 
of educated women replacing the traditional saree with 'semeez' 
which resembles men's dress. Two of his early essays are 
"Mandiramanankare Kuchita Murti" (ugly images in the temples), 
published in October 1872 and “Gadjatara Rajamane" (The 
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kings of the princely states), published in August 1874. In the 
first essay, he condemns the sensual images on the temple 
walls and wonders how people with their sons and daughters 
could visit such temples. In the second essay, Fakir Mohan 
admonishes the kings of the princely states for their indulgence 
in promiscuity and luxury and their indifference towards the 
welfare of their subjects. He advises the kings to set up schools 
in their territories and seeks the intervention of the British 
government in the matter of spreading education in these 
states which constituted almost three-fourth of Odisha's 
population. 

One of his very interesting essays is "Utkal Bhashara 
Bhuta Bhavishyata" (The past and future of the language of 
Utkal), which was published in Utkal Sahitya in December 1899. 
Thirty years ago, in the 1860s, Fakir Mohan states, "The number 
of schools in Utkal did not exceed the number of fingers in the 
right hand. The number of printed Odia books was only six. 
History, literature, geography, arithmetic etcetera were taught 
in Bengali language." Thanks to the support of the then 
Commissioner Ravenshaw and a bureaucrat and linguist John 
Beams, Bengali was abolished and Odia was introduced in the 
schools. But, as Fakir Mohan comments, the Odia language 
did not grow much because of the (a) poverty of the people (b) 
contempt of the educated Odias towards their own language 
(c) unwillingness of the rich to buy books (d) lack of royal 
patronage (e) suppression of the Odia language by the Muslim, 
Maratha and British colonizers. We are informed that in the 
1850s, the British were gracious enough to substitute Parsi 
with Odia as the language of the courts, though unfortunately 
they substituted Odia with Hindi in the courts of the Sambalpur 
region. Interestingly, Fakir Mohan classifies the history of 
modern Odisha into three ages: the age of the Marathas, the 
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age of the Muslims and to quote him, "the golden age, or the 
age of Ravenshaw." In another essay entitled "Odishara 
Adhunika Abastha" (The condition of modern Odisha), Fakir 
Mohan laments over Odisha's disintegration into three 
segments: (a) Cuttack, Puri, Baleswar and the princely states 
under the administration of Benga! government (b) Ganjam and 
Berhampur under the administrative control of the Madras 
government, and (c) Sambalpur under the administrative control 
of the Central Provinces. Fakir Mohan pleads for the unification 
of these three divisions into a single geographical entity in the 
interest of the preservation and development of Odia language. 


Fakir Mohan wrote quite a few essays on Indian 
philosophy. The essay "Jogashastra," published in serialized 
form in 1897-98 in Utkal Sahitya, is based on the philosophy of 
Patanjali and speaks of the relevance of yoga in achieving 
material and spiritual perfection. This essay castigates the 
English-educated indians for trying to trivialize the value of yoga. 
The last part of the essay is a philosophical reflection on the 
concept of God and divinity. Two interesting essays dealing with 
historical events are "Baleswar Bandarare Olandaij Jati" (The 
Portuguese at the Baleswar port) and "Srikhetrare Chaitanya 
Mahaprabhu" (Sri Chaitanya in Puri). While the first essay deals 
with the advent of Europeans into Odisha as well as their trade 
and assumption of power over the natives, the latter essay deals 
with a comparative study of the spiritual discourses of Sri 
Chaitanya and Atibadi Jagannath Das, the poet of the Bhagabata 
in Odia, as well as the impact of Sri Chaitanya's Puri visit on 
the religious life of Odisha. Fakir Mohan's critical essays on 
literature include one on Michel Madhusudan Dutta and another 
on the Odia classical poet Gopal Krushna Patnaik. In all his 
literary essays, Fakir Mohan not only asserts the importance of 
mother tongue, but also passionately pleads for the preservation 
of Odia cultural tradition. 
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Fakir Mohan delivered a large number or speeches in 
various literary and cuttural forums in almost all parts of Odisha, 
and most of them were reported in detail in contemporary 
journals. His last significant speech was delivered about four 
months before his death, on 30 March 1918, in the thirteenth 
session of the Utkal Sammilani over which he presided. In this 
written speech, he referred to the British involvement in the 
First World War and hoped that there would soon be peace in 
the world. "As long as the whole of Utkal is not a single 
administrative entity." he said, "it is futile to hope for its 
development." He pleaded for the use of clothes manufactured 
in our own country in the interest of cotton cultivators and weaver 
community, and entreated the government to decontrol 
manufacture of salt. The speech also reflected Fakir Mohan's 
deep concern for the spread of women's education. He 
asserted that in order to spread education in the country, "the 
mothers must first be well-educated." He also recalled the 
glorious martial tradition of Odisha and advised the Odias to 
join the army in large numbers. 


The most significant prose work that Fakir Mohan produced 
during his lifetime, Atma Jivan Charita (autobiography), which 
he wrote between 1892 and 1918, came out posthumously in 
1927 though a few portions of the book were earlier serialized 
in the magazine, Utkal Sahitya. It is alleged by some critics 
that the book, which was edited by his son Mohini Mohan 
Senapati, who was a professor of Philosophy, has many 
interpolations and deletions. Even if this is true, the fact is that 
much of what we know about Fakir Mohan has been drawn 
from this autobiography. It is the first autobiography in Odia 
language and in the preface to the book, Fakir Mohan says. "I 
am certain that this sacred motherland of ours will see many 
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autobiographers in the near future: | am merely laying the 
foundation for them to build on." Apart from being a very candid 
account of his personal life, this book vividly documents the 
socio-economic life of Odisha from mid-nineteenth century to 
the early twentieth century. The book consists of twenty-two 
chapters and the narration ranges from tracing his family tree 
to his last days in Baleswar. The social context against which 
he perceives his personal life thus relates to the period between 
the mid-nineteenth century and the early twentieth century. 
Though Fakir Mohan was already an established poet, novelist 
and short story writer during the period of its composition, there 
is hardly any reference to his literary writing in this book. On the 
other hand, it recounts his personal sorrows and joys, his 
engagement with maritime activities, his involvement in the 
move to preserve and promote Odia language and cutture, his 
experiences as an administrator in the various princely states 
of Odisha, his interaction with British officers and many more 
acts and events with which he was closely associated during 
his lifetime. While its content has become an authentic source 
of Odisha's socio-cultural history, its racy style as well as its 
realistic mode has elevated this autobiography into a great 
literary work which reflects Fakir Mohan's deep sense of 
humanism and his keen perception of life in colonial Odisha. 


ଏ 
ଶଵ 
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Chapter-V 
Architect of Resurgent Odisha 


At a time when Odisha was distressed with the anguish 
of economic poverty and political dominance by the colonial 
and feudal forces, when Odia language, literature and culture 
were being subverted by non-Odia scholars and intellectuals, 
when Odisha was desperately trying to find its distinct identity 
as a culturally vibrant race, Fakir Mohan Senapati instilled among. 
the Odias a sense of hope and self-confidence which went a 
long way in salvaging Odisha from its miserable state of 
adversity and disgrace. The life of Fakir Mohan, indeed, 
coincides with Odisha's resurgence into an era of 
unprecedented socio-cultura! growth. 


As a person with wide-ranging experience as teacher, 
administrator, writer, editor and social reformer, Fakir Mohan 
was held in high esteem by his contemporaries. Today, social 
historians and literary critics consider his life as inextricably 
linked with Odisha's socio-cultural renaissance of the late 
nineteenth century which signalled the advent of modernism 
and infused a deep sense of self-dignity into the Odia race. 


A man who had almost no formal education, who grew 
up as an orphan in dire poverty, whose family circumstances 
were hardly congenial for any creative activity, who suffered 
from acute physical illness in childhood and in old age and who 
faced many trials and tribulations during his long career as an 
administrator, Fakir Mohan Senapati was nevertheless a brave 
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fighter against all adversities and a genius whose creative mind, 
firm conviction, moral strength and undaunted spirit turned him 
into an immortal! hero, a cultural icon of the Odia race 


Fakir Mohan's skilful handling of the spoken Odia language 
in his fictional! narratives, his sensitive perception of life in all its 
facets of virtue and evil, nobility and villainy, innocence and 
hypocrisy, his stylistic mode of humour and satire, and his lively 
delineation of the socio-political condition of colonial Odisha 
have inspired and influenced many eminent writers who have 
enriched Odia language and literature in the post-Fakir Mohan 
era. 


With all the myriad dimensions as a consummate artist, 
a dedicated social reformer, a committed crusader of Odia 
language and tradition, an ardent advocate of human values 
and moral principles, Fakir Mohan was a great source of 
strength, consolation and inspiration for those who sought to 
build a dynamic socio-cultural order that could face the 
challenges of radical change from an exploitative plight of 
suffering and ignominy to a just and human state of dignity and 
respectability. 


A 
ରଖ 
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Appendix 


Fakir Mohan Senapati's Writings in 
English Translation 


Atma Jivana Charita, Autobiography, 1927 (published 
posthumously): Two translated versions: (i) My Times and |. 
Bhubaneswar: Odisha Sahitya Akademi, 1985. Tr. John Boutton 
(ii) The Story of My Life. Bhubaneswar: Sateertha, 1997 & 
Cuttack: Vidyapuri, 2004. Tr. Jatindra K.Nayak & Prodeepta Das. 


Cha Mana Atha Guntha, Novel, 1897: Four translated 
versions: (i) A Plot of Land. Cuttack: Cuttack Students' Store, 
1969. Tr. Nuri Mishra (ii) The Stubble under the Cloven Hoof. 
Cuttack: Sahitya Sansad, 1967. Tr. C. V.N.Das (iii) Six Acres 
and a Half. New Delhi: Publication Division, 1967. Tr. Biraj Mohan 
Senapati & Adhiraj Mohan Senapati. (iv) Six Acres and a Third. 
California: University of California Press, 2005 / New Delhi: 
Penguin Books, 2006. Tr. R.S.Mishra, Jatindra K. Nayak, S.P. 
Mohanty & Paul St-Pierre. 


Mamu, Novel, 1913: Two translated versions: (i) Uncle. 
Bhubaneswar: Odisha Sahitya Akademi, 1997. Tr. K.M.Acharya 
(11) The Maternal Uncle. Bhubaneswar: Rupantar, 2007. Tr. 
Jatindra K.Nayak. 


Short Stories: Four translated versions: (i) Tales from 
Fakir Mohan. Cuttack: Cuttack Students' Store, 1969. Tr. Jayanta 
Mahapatra (ii) Selected Stories of Fakir Mohan. New Delhi: 
HarperCollins India, 1995. Tr. Leelawati Mohapatra & K. K. 
Mohapatra (iii) Fakir Mohan: Stories. Bhubaneswar: 
Grassroots, 2003. Tr. Paul St Pierre et al (iv) The Brideprice 
and Other Stories. New Delhi: Rupa & Co, 2005. Tr. Leelawati 
Mohapatra & K. K. Mohapatra. 
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